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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION 


HERE is simply an essay, ‘occasioned’ — in the words of Hobbes — 
“by the disorders of the present time’, an attempt to justify politics 
in plain words by saying what it is. I have tried above all to be very 
brief, because I believe the essential matter is very simple. The 
reader may welcome an unfashionable attempt to avoid covering 
him with all the author’s chaff on everything before ever the grain 
is reached. Since I earn my living as a university teacher in a subject 
called ‘Government’, Iam constantly depressed by the capacity of 
academics to over-complicate things. So in trying to characterize 
and defend political activity as something far more rare and more 
precious than people commonly suppose, while I show common 
ground between rival doctrines, such as conservatism, liberalism, 
and socialism, yet in no way do I try to analyse precisely the mean- 
ing of their rival claims, nor to discuss how to judge between them — 
what is sometimes thought of as political theory or philosophy. 
This is not, then, a systematic treatise. Here is simply an attempt, 
inspired by seeing a fairly obvious growth of impatience with poli- 
tics in the ‘new nations’ of the world, and provoked by a personal 
dislike of exhortation and mere cant about ‘the ideals of freedom’, 
to describe what in fact are the minimum benefits of politics as an 
activity. 

Since nothing of importance in this essay is original, my debts 
are too diffuse and ordinary for acknowledgement - except perhaps 
apology for having, in the sections on conservatism and socialism 
in Chapter 6, bitten two of the hands that have fed me at the 
London School of Economics and Political Science. 

B.R.C. 


PREFACE TO THE PELICAN EDITION 


SINCE this was an essay written all in one deep breath at a 
particular time I have not now risked making any substantial 
changes. I have merely added some sentences here and there, 
particularly in the first chapter, where friends have said that the 
argument was too compressed. And I have inserted a few illustra- 
tive quotations to try to make clear that my narrow and laudatory 
sense of politics is not eccentric, but embodies a distinction once 
clear and customary until debased by a very recent rhetoric which 
makes all governments democratic and all democracies political. 
Some of these additions imply a slight qualification. Iam no longer 
concerned to deny that there is, for instance, politics in some 
ordinary sense even in totalitarian régimes, but only to assert that 
such systems are not political, indeed that, it is unhappily true, 
most known governments try to repress politics as much as they 
dare. 

But I have added, as a kind of Appendix, ‘A Footnote to Rally 
the Academic Professors of Politics’, a personal and polemical 
indulgence which adds nothing to the main body of the essay but 
which may appeal to those to whom such things appeal. Even this 
supererogatory footnote is, I hope, not technical; itis my complaint 
against academic students of politics that they so often shelter 
behind unnecessary technicalities. I firmly believe that if things are 
of public importance they can be publicly stated: incompetent 
governments thrive on secrecy, incompetent scholars on pseudo- 
technical vocabulary. But if universities are no longer important as 
sources of original thought, yet they are important enough politi- 
cally and educationally for me to talk to a more specific audience as 
well. This new Appendix has some repetition in it of the main 
argument, so that the academic may read it on its own, just as the 
general reader may ignore it entirely. 

Only in preparing this revised edition have I realized how 
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PREFACE TO THE PELICAN EDITION 


much I have been in debt all along to the teaching of Carl 
Joachim Friedrich at Harvard and to the writings of Hannah 
Arendt, particularly in Chapter 2. Ernest Gellner gave me a 
stern and most helpful criticism of my first draft, and any 
improvements in this second edition owe something to criti- 
cisms from my friends Dante Germino, Melvin Richter, and 
Harold Swayze; and also to, though I dislike their principle 
of anonymity, The Times Literary Supplement’s ‘our reviewer’, 
May one acknowledge a coincidence and not an influence? I 
felt less lonely in my stubborn loyalty to political virtues after 
treading Irene Coltman’s most profound and sensible Private 
Men and Public Causes: Philosophy and Politics in the English 
Civil War (Faber, 1962). 


4 July 1963 B.R.C, 


I have subsequently found out that the article from which I quote _ 
at the head of Chapter 1 was written by J. H. Huizinga, and the 
quotation from it is his translation from V. Vernier Contrepied, 
Charme et Sagesse du Portugal (Paris, 1956). I thank him for having 
unearthed such an authentic statement of anti-politics. 


1973 B.R.C. 


There are limits to everything. In all this time something 
definite should have been achieved. But it all turns out that 
those who inspired the revolution ... aren’t happy with 
anything that’s on less than a world scale. For them 
transitional periods, worlds in the making, are an end in 
themselves. They aren’t trained for anything else, they 
don’t know anything except that. And do you know why 
these never-ending preparations are so futile? It’s because 
these men haven’t any real capacities, they are incom- 
petent. Man is born to live not to prepare for life. 
Pasternak, Doctor Zhivago 


Chapter 1 
THE NATURE OF POLITICAL RULE 


Who has not often felt the distaste with democratic politics 
which Salazar expressed when he said that he ‘detested 
politics from the bottom of his heart; all those noisy and 
incoherent promises, the impossible demands, the hotchpotch 
of unfounded ideas and impractical plans ... opportunism 
that cares neither for truth nor justice, the inglorious chase 
after unmerited fame, the unleashing of uncontrollable 
passions, the exploitation of the lowest instincts, the distortion 
of facts... all that feverish and sterile fuss?’ 

From a leading article in The Times, 

16 November 1961 


BOREDOM with established truths is a great enemy of free men. 
So there is some excuse in troubled times not to be clever and 
inventive in redefining things, or to pretend to academic unconcern 
or scientific detachment, but simply to try to make some old 
platitudes pregnant. This essay simply seeks to help in the task of 
restoring confidence in the virtues of politics as a great and civiliz- 
ing human activity. Politics, like Antaeus in the Greek myth, can 
remain perpetually young, strong, and lively so long as it can keep 
its feet firmly on the ground of Mother Earth. We live in a human 
condition, so wecannot through politics grasp for an absolute ideal, 
as Plato taught with bewitching single-mindedness. But the surface 
of the earth varies greatly, and being human we are restless and 
have many different ideals and are forced to plan for the future as 
well as to enjoy the fruits of the past, so equally politics cannot bea 
‘purely practical and immediate’ activity, as those who cannot see 
beyond the end of their own noses praise themselves by claiming. 

Politics is too often regarded as a poor relation, inherently 
dependent and subsidiary; it is rarely praised as something with a 
life and character of its own. Politics is not religion, ethics, law, 
science, history, or economics; it neither solves everything, nor is 
it present everywhere; and it is not any one political doctrine, such 
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as conservatism, liberalism, socialism, communism, or national- 
ism, though it can contain elements of most of these things. Politics 
is politics, to be valued as itself, not because it is ‘like’ or ‘really is’ 
something else more respectable or peculiar. Politics is politics. 
The person who wishes not to be troubled by politics and to be left 
alone finds himself the unwitting ally of those to whom politics is a 
troublesome obstacle to their well-meant intentions to leave 
nothing alone. 

To some this may seem very obvious. But then there will be no 
harm in reminding them how few they are. All over the world there 
are men aspiring to power and there are actual rulers who, however 
many different names they go by, have in common a rejection of 
politics. Many Frenchmen in 1958, warm defenders of the Repub- 
lic, argued that General de Gaulle was saving the French nation 
from the politicians; in 1961 an army rebellion broke out in Algeria 
in which the same General was then accused of seeking a ‘purely 
political solution’ to the Algerian problem, and the rebel Genexals 
went on to deny that they themselves had any ‘ political ambitions’. 
Fidel Castro told a reporter in 1961: ‘We are not politicians. We 
made our revolution to get the politicians out. We are social people. 
This is a social revolution.’ In so many places the cry has gone up 
that the party or the leader is defending the people against the 
politicians. ‘Politics, ill understood, have been defined,’ wrote 
Isaac D’Israeli, ‘as “the art of governing mankind by deceiving 
them’’.’ Many people, of course, even in régimes which are clearly 
political, think that they are not interested in politics, and even act 
as if they are not; but they are probably few compared to the many 
who think that politics is muddled, contradictory, self-defeatingly 
recurrent, unprogressive, unpatriotic, inefficient, mere com- 
promise, or even a sham or conspiracy by which political parties 
seek to preserve some particular and peculiar social systems against 
the challenge of the inevitable future, etc. The anti-political are 
very right to think that politics is an achievement far more limited 
in time and place than politically-minded men, or men who practise 
this odd thing politics, normally presume. 

Many politicians, publicists, and scholars in Western cultures 
are apt to leap to the defence, or the propagandizing, of words like 
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‘liberty’, ‘democracy’, ‘free-government’, and then to be puzzled 
and distraught when, even if their voices are heard at all elsewhere, 
they are only answered by proud and sincere assurances that indeed 
all these good things exist and are honoured in styles of government 
as different as my Soviet Union, my China, my Spain, my Egypt, 
my Cuba, my Ghana, my Northern Ireland, or my South Africa. 
Even if precise meanings can be attached to these words, they are 
too important as symbols of prestige to be readily conceded. 
Publicists would perhaps do better simply to defend the activity of 
politics itself. For it is a very much more precise thing than is 
commonly supposed; it is essential to genuine freedom; it is un- 
known in any but advanced and complex societies; and it has 
specific origins only found in European experience. It is something 
to be valued almost as a pearl beyond price in the history of the 
human condition, though, in fact, to overvalue it can be to destroy 
it utterly. 

Perhaps there is something to be said for writing in praise of an 
activity which seems so general that few people can feel any great 
passion to appropriate it, or to nationalize it, as the exclusive 
property of any one group of men or of any particular programme 
of government. 

It is Aristotle who first states what should be recognized as the 
fundamental, elementary proposition of any possible political 
science. He is, as it were, the anthropologist who first characterizes 
and distinguishes what still appears to be a unique invention or 
discovery of the Greek world. At one point in the second book of 
his Politics, where he examines and criticizes schemes for ideal 
states, he says that Plato in his Republic makes the mistake of trying 
to reduce everything in the polis (or the political type of state) to a 
unity ; rather it is the case that: ‘there is a point at which a polis, by 
advancing in unity, will cease to be a polis: there is another point, 
short of that, at which it may still remain a polis, but will none the 
less come near to losing its essence, and will thus be a worse polis. 
It is as if you were to turn harmony into mere unison, or to reduce 
a theme to a single beat. The truth is that the polis is an aggregate of 
many members.”! Politics arises then, according to great Aristotle, 

1. Politics of Aristotle, edited by Sir Ernest Barker, p. 51. 
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in organized states which recognize themselves to be an aggregate 
of many members, nota single tribe, religion, interest, or tradition. 
Politics arises from accepting the fact of the simultaneous exist- 
ence of different groups, hence different interests and different 
traditions, within a territorial unit under a common rule. It does 
not matter much how that unit came to be — by custom, conquest, 
or geographical circumstance. What does matter is that its social 
structure, unlike some primitive societies, is sufficiently complex 
and divided to make politics a plausible response to the problem of 
governing it, the problem of maintaining order at all. But the 
establishing of political order is not just any order at all; it marks 
the birth, or the recognition, of freedom. For politics represents at 
least some tolerance of differing truths, some recognition that 
government is possible, indeed best conducted, amid the open 
canvassing of rival interests. Politics are the public actions of free 
men. Freedom is the privacy of men from public actions. 
Common usage of the word might encourage one to think that 
politics is a real force in every organized state. But a moment’s 
reflection should reveal that this common usage can be highly mis- 
leading. For politics, as Aristotle points out, is only one possible 
solution to the problem of order. It is by no means the most usual. 
Tyranny is the most obvious alternative — the rule of one strong 
man in his own interest; and oligarchy is the next most obvious 
alternative —therule of one group in their own interest. The method 
of rule of the tyrant and the oligarch is quite simply to clobber, 
coerce, or overawe all or most of these other groups in the interest 
of their own. The political method of rule is to listen to these other 
groups So as to conciliate them as far as possible, and to give them 
a legal position, a sense of security, some clear and reasonably safe 
means of articulation, by which these other groups can and will 
speak freely. Ideally politics draws all these groups into each other 
so that they each and together can make a positive contribution 
towards the general business of government, the maintaining of 
order. The different ways in which this can be done are obviously 
many, even in any one particular circumstance of competing social 
interests; and in view of the many different states and changes of 
circumstance there have been, are, and will be, possible variations 
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on the theme of political rule appear to be infinite. But, however 
imperfectly this process of deliberate conciliation works, it is never- 
theless radicallydifferent from tyranny, oligarchy, kingship, dicta- 
torship, despotism, and — what is probably the only distinctively 
modern type of rule — totalitarianism. 

Certainly it may sometimes seem odd, in the light of contempor- 
ary uSage, to say that there is no politics in totalitarian or tyran- 
nicalrégimes. Tosome it would be clearer to assert that while there 
is plainly some politics in all systems of government, yet some 
systems of government are themselves political systems: they 
function by or for politics. But usage does not destroy real dis- 
tinctions. And this distinction has a great tradition behind it. 
When Chief Justice Fortescue in the mid fifteenth century said that 
England was both dominium politicum et regale, he meant that the 
King could declare law only by the consultation and consent of 
Parliament, although he was absolute in power to enforce the law 
and to defend the realm. But a régime purely regale or royal would 
not be politicum at all. In the early modern period ‘polity’ or 
‘mixed government’, that is the Aristotelean blending of the 
aristocratic with the democratic principle, were terms commonly 
used in contrast both to tyranny or despotism and to ‘democracy’ 
—even when democracy was just a speculative fear, or a theoretical 
extension of what might happen if all men acted like the Anabap- 
tists or the Levellers. In the eighteenth century in England ‘ politics’ 
was commonly contrasted to the principle of ‘establishment’. 
Politicians were people who challenged the established order of 
Crown, Court, and Church; and they challenged it in a peculiar 
way, not by the Palace intrigues of despotism, but by trying to 
create clear issues of policy and by making them public. Politicians 
were people, whether high-minded like Pitt the Elder, or low- 
minded like Jack Wilkes, who tried to assert the power of ‘the 
public’ and ‘the people’ (in reality, of course, always publics and 
peoples) against what Dr Johnson called ‘the powers by law 
established’. The term was pejorative. The Tory squires called the 
Whig magnates ‘politicians’ because they enlisted the help of 
people like Wilkes; and the ‘big Whigs’ themselves regarded 

1. See further ‘Semantic Digression’ in the Appendix, p. 168 below. 
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people like Wilkes as politicians because he made use of ‘the mob’, 
or rather the skilled urban workers. So being political in fact 
usually meant recognizing a wider ‘constituency’, than did the 
powers-that-be of the moment, whom it was felt to be necessary to 
consult if government was to be effectively conducted, not in the 
past, but in the present which was the emerging future. 

So in trying to understand the many forms of government that 
there are, of which political rule is only one, it is particularly easy 
to mistake rhetoric for theory. To say that all governing involves 
politics is either rhetoric or muddle. Why call, for instance, a 
struggle for power ‘ politics’ when it is simply a struggle for power? 
Two or more factions within a single party, or the clients of two 
great men, struggle for a monopoly of power: there may be no 
political or constitutional procedures whatever to contain this 
struggle, or powerful enough to do so, and the contestants will 
regard any compromise as a pure tactic or breathing-space on the 
way to the complete victory of one faction and the suppression of 
the other. Certainly there is a sense in which, even in a tyranny or 
totalitarian régime, politics exists up to the moment when the ruler 
finds himself free to act alone. While he is not free to act alone, 
while he is forced to consult other people whom he regards as his 
enemies, either through necessity or through a temporary ignor- 
ance of their real power, he is in some kind of a political relation- 
ship. But it is essentially fragile and unwanted. The ruler will not, 
nor may anyone else, regard it as normal, even if it could be shown 
that it is perennial. Politics is then regarded simply as an obstacle - 
and, in a sense, it is an obstacle, but it may not be an at all secure or 
effective one. Some politics may exist in unfree régimes, but it is 
unwanted — a measure to their rulers of inadequate progress 
towards unity; and every effort will be made to keep such disputes 
secret from the ruled, to prevent the formation of a ‘public’. For 
Palace politics is private politics, almost a contradiction in terms. 
The unique character of political activity lies, quite literally, in its 
publicity. 

There is no need, then, to deny that elements of politics can exist 
in tyrannical and other régimes — rather the contrary. Sophocles 
makes this point in the Antigone: 
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CREON: Then she is not breaking the law? 

HAEMON: Your fellow-citizens would deny it, to a man. 
CREON: And the polis proposes to teach me how to rule? 
HAEMON: Ah. Who is it that’s talking like a boy now? 
CREON: Can any voice but mine give orders in this polis? 
HAEMON: It is no polis if it takes orders from one voice. 
CREON: But custom gives possession to the ruler. 
HAEMON: You’d rule a desert beautifully alone. 


Suppose I had made my point less strongly by rendering polis as 
simply ‘city’; we would still see a word being contested for by two 
different theories of government — call it ‘civil society’ or ‘ political 
society’. Both claim that their theory is inherent in the concept — 
the primacy of autocracy or citizenship respectively. And which is 
the more realistic? The great hope for the political way of Haemon 
is that it is, in the long run, a more workable way of maintaining 
order than the one Creon chose or stuck to. Politics thus arises 
from a recognition of restraints. The character of this recognition 
may be moral, but more often it is simply prudential, a recognition 
of the power of social groups and interests, a product of being 
unable, without more violence and risk than one can stomach, to 
rule alone. (An anti-political moral heroine like Antigone may 
arouse the city, but it is the power of the city that counts. Creonis a 
bad man to refuse to let her bury her rebel brother, but he is a bad 
ruler because he does not allow for the power of the city on this 
issue.) It is, of course, often possible to rule alone. But it is always 
highly difficult and highly dangerous. ‘To make a desert and to call 
it peace’ is not impossible, nor is it uncommon. But fortunately 
most ordinary politicians realize the incalculability of violence, and 
do not always need to wreck the State in learning this lesson. 
Politics, then, can be simply defined as the activity by which 
differing interests within a given unit of rule are conciliated by 
giving them a share in power in proportion to their importance 
to the welfare and the survival of the whole community. And, to 
complete the formal definition, a political system is that type of 
government where politics proves successful in ensuring reason- 
able stability and order. Aristotle attempted to argue that these 
compromises of politics must in some sense be creative of future 
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benefits — that each exists for a further purpose. But it is probably 
wiser to keep what we want to defend as simple as possible and 
simply to point out that no finality is implied in any act of concilia- 
tion or compromise. Each compromise has at least served some 
purpose, teleological or not, if at the time it is made it enables 
orderly government to be carried on at all. Orderly government is, 
after all, a civilized value compared to anarchy or arbitrary rule; 
and political government, other things being equal, clearly remains 
more acceptable to more people if they are ever given any chance or 
choice in the matter. Advocates of particular political doctrines — 
as will be seen — should beware of denying the context in which 
their doctrines can operate politically: their claims can never be 
exclusive. The political process is not tied to any particular doc- 
trine. Genuine political doctrines, rather, are the attempt to find 
particular and workable solutions to this perpetual and shifty 
problem of conciliation. 

Why cannot a good ruler do this, without all the muddle and 
uncertainty of politics? — it will always be asked. When the acade- 
mic is asked this question by an ordinary person in urgency or 
innocence, he coughs and blushes, feels that he is meant to utter a 
platitude and tries to remember correctly Lord Acton’s words 
about all power corrupting. Aristotle, however, took this as a 
perfectly serious issue of principle. If there was a ‘perfectly just 
man’ he should, by right and reason, be made king (just as we 
should obey any party which could prove that it knows which way 
the iron laws of history are unfolding for our future benefit). This 
for some is at least a theoretical possibility — and an interesting one. 
There is no similar hope for an absolute justification of political 
rule. The answer is a practical one; Aristotle thinks, not surpris- 
ingly, that such a man is not very likely to be found. We have no 
particular need to take his word for that when faced with our own 
modern gallery of moralistic autocrats, dictators promising the 
moon and various ‘fathers of their people’. Many of these men are 
not, in any ordinary sense, bad men; but few, to put it mildly, could 
be described as ‘perfectly good’. And to Aristotle the slightest 
flaw will disqualify one, will put one in need of some restraint. 
It was only the perfectly good man who would not need to listen to 
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his fellows, who would not need to have rival powers so firmly 
entrenched that he has to listen. Indeed, he remarks that the man 
who can live outside the polis is either a beast or a god. God is the 
only possible being who does not need to consult, having no 
fellows; God is the only possible being whose command is identical 
with law and justice. Aristotle’s sometime pupil, Alexander, had to 
try to become a god in order to solve the problem of finding the 
authority — and hence the power — to rule, not merely conquer, 
diverse types of polis, indeed whole empires which had never 
known politics at all. Plato’s philosopher king, in the parable of the 
Republic, after all his intense scientific training, has to undergo a 
mystical experience of illumination or conversion, an utter change 
of quality, before he is fit to rule the ideal state. The Caesars were 
to find deification a practical response to the problem of authority 
in consolidating an empire gained by conquest. And the notion of 
descent from God has been typical of Oriental and of pre-Hispanic 
American empires (an ‘imperium’ or empire being kingship which 
aspires to govern men of different histories and cultures, and thus 
has need of a greater authority than can stem from custom alone). 
The utility of such a notion for rulers is less surprising than the 
willingness of many followers, even in our own times, to treat their 
leaders as if they were God: the declarer of the law, the one above 
criticism, above the need to consult, the only truly self-sufficient 
man. 

Politics, then, to Aristotle, was something natural, not of divine 
origin, simply the ‘master science’ among men. Politics was the 
master-science not in the sense that it includes or explains all other 
‘sciences’ (all skills, social activities, and group interests), but in 
that it gives them some priority, some order in their rival claims 
on the always scarce resources of any given community. The way of 
establishing these priorities is by allowing the right institutions to 
develop by which the various ‘sciences’ can demonstrate their 
actual importance in the common task of survival. Politics are, as 
it were, the market place and the price mechanism of all social 
demands — though there is no guarantee that a just price will be 
struck; and there is nothing spontaneous about politics —it depends 
on deliberate and continuous individual activity. 
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Nowitis often thought that for this ‘master science’ to function, 
there must be already in existence some shared idea of a ‘common 
good’, some ‘consensus’ or consensus juris. But this common good 
is itself the process of practical reconciliation of the interests of the 
various ‘sciences’, aggregates, or groups which compose a state; it 
is not some external and intangible spiritual adhesive, or some 
allegedly objective ‘general will’ or ‘public interest’, These are 
misleading and pretentious explanations of how a community 
holds together ; worse, they can even be justifications for the sudden 
destruction of some elements in the community in favour of others 
— there is no right to obstruct the general will, it is said. But diverse 
groups hold together, firstly, because they have a common interest 
in sheer survival and, secondly, because they practise politics — not 
because they agree about ‘fundamentals’, or some such concept 
too vague, too personal, or too divine ever to do the job of politics 
for it. The moral consensus of a free state is not something mysteri- 
ously prior to or above politics: it is the activity (the civilizing 
activity) of politics itself. 

Now, of course, our aspirations and actions will be sadly 
disembodied spirits if they cannot go beyond a mere appreciation 
of what politics is all about. We shall all want to do something with 
it. Those who sit tight and drift, murmuring incantations which did 
not wreck us yesterday, are apt to be cast away on hostile shores. 
Those who urge us to remember that our only clearly demonstrable 
task is simply to keep the ship afloat have a rather curious view of 
the purpose of ships. Even if there is no single predetermined port 
of destination, clearly all directions are still not equally preferable. 
‘What politics is’ does not destroy or exhaust the question ‘What 
do we want to get out of it?’ But we may not go about trying to 
get what we want in a political manner at all. 

For politics is to be seen neither as a set of fixed principles to be 
realized in the near future, nor yet as a set of traditional habits to be 
preserved, but as an activity, a sociological activity which has the 
anthropological function of preserving a community grown too 
complicated for either tradition alone or pure arbitrary rule to 
preserve it without the undue use of coercion. Burke’s aphorism 
about the need to reform in order to preserve is a characterization 
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of the political method of rule far more profound than that of those 
conservatives who hold that politics is simply a communication 
received from tradition. 

Politics is, then, an activity — and this platitude must be brought 
to life: it is not a thing, like a natural object or a work of art, which 
could exist if individuals did not continue to act upon it. And itisa 
complex activity; it is not simply the grasping for an ideal, for then 
the ideals of others may be threatened; but it is not pure self- 
interest either, simply because the more realistically one construes 
self-interest the more one is involved in relationships with others, 
and because, after all, some men in most part, most men in some 
part, have certain standards of conduct which do not always fit 
circumstances too exactly. The more one is involved in relation- 
ships with others, the more conflicts of interest, or of character 
and circumstance, will arise. These conflicts, when personal, create 
the activity we call ‘ethics’ (or else that type of action, as arbitrary 
as it is irresponsible, called ‘selfish’); and such conflicts, when 
public, create political activity (or else some type of rule in the 
selfish interest of a single group). 

Consider another human activity, almost as famous as politics — 
something which is again neither an implementation of principles 
nor a matter of pure expediency: sexuality. They are both activities 
in which the tacit understanding of presuppositions often makes 
more formal propositions unnecessary; the sympathies that are a 
product of experience are better than the doctrines that are learnt 
from books. Sexuality, granted, is a more widespread activity than 
politics, but again the suspicion remains that the man who can live 
without either is either acting the beast or aping the god. Both have 
much the same character of necessity in essence and unpredict- 
ability in form. Both are activities which must be carried on if the 
community is to perpetuate itself at all, both serve this wider 
purpose, and yet both can become enjoyable ends in themselves for 
any one individual. Both activities can be repeated in an almost 
infinite variety of forms and different circumstances; and yet in 
both, the activity often becomes attached to a quite arbitrary or 
fortuitous individual instance, which we then proceed to treat as if 
that he or she, or Fatherland or Motherland, were the most perfect 
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example ever found of the whole great enterprise. And both are 
activities in which the range of possible conduct is far greater than 
any conceivably desirable range of actual conduct. Both are 
activities in which the human group maintains itself amid the 
utmost variations in, for the actors involved, success and failure, 
tragedy and joy, passion and prudence, and in those dialectic 
syntheses more often domestic and familiar. Politics, then, like 
sexuality is an activity which must be carried on; one does not 
create it or decide to join in — one simply becomes more and more 
aware that one is involved in it as part of the human condition. One 
can only forsake, renounce, or do without it by doing oneself 
(which can easily be done —and on the highest principles) unnatural 
injury. To renounce or destroy politics is to destroy the very thing 
which gives order to the pluralism and variety of civilized society, 
the thing which enables us to enjoy variety without suffering either 
anarchy or the tyranny ofsingle truths, which become the desperate 
salvation from anarchy — just as misogamy and celibacy are forms 
of salvation for the overly passionate mind. 

For political rule must be preceded by public order just as love 
must be preceded by social acquaintance and contained by social 
conventions. Politics and love are the only forms of constraint 
possible between free people. Rule or government preserve and 
often even create communities. ‘Electoral representation’, ‘lib- 
erty’, ‘rights’ and even, or especially — as we will see, ‘democracy’ 
are specific and subsequent achievements of a civilization which 
has already established order and constraint in a known territory. 
Those who glibly say that all government is based on consent, as if 
that settles anything, are being as passionately vague as those who 
say, for instance, that all love must be based on the absolute 
freedom of the partners in love. If there were absolute freedom, 
there could be no love; if there is absolute consent, there could be 
no government. But people have every right to say that all govern- 
ment is based on consent, and there may be no harm in their saying 
so, So long as the small word ‘all’ is taken seriously. For this shows 
us that the assertion can have little to do with any possible dis- 
tinction between freedom and oppression — the most absolute 
tyrant must have his faithful dogs around him. 
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And equally the word ‘ government’ must be taken seriously and 
recognized for what it is: the organization of a group of men ina 
given community for survival. Thomas Hobbes, after all, spent a 
great deal of time arguing the massively simple point that if one 
does not survive, there is no knowing whether one has made the 
right choice. But there are good grounds for thinking that politics 
is often a more effective way of ensuring survival than the absolute 
rule of Leviathan. Whether Leviathan is a monarch, a dictator, a 
party, or a ‘nation in arms’, he is apt to be a pretty clumsy fellow 
who has few reliable ways of knowing what is really going on 
(representative electoral institutions, for instance, seem a fairly 
good way by which a government can find out what people will do 
and what they will stand for). But this ignorance on the part of 
autocracy only arises because one part of survival is a continuous 
process of adaptation to complicated social changes, economic and 
technological; this need to consult cannot eliminate the other type 
of survival which is military, or at least militant, the capacity to act 
without compromise or normal consultation in a state of emer- 
gency, whether flood, famine, pestilence, or war itself. Leviathan 
must be there already — he cannot be created in a hurry, but he is the 
guarantor of politics, neither the single leader nor the negation. 
His authority, like that of the two Dictators of Republican Rome, 
ceases with the end of the emergency. Quis custodiet custodes? 
Who, indeed, shall guard the guardians ? Thereis, perhaps it should 
be simply said, no possible general answer to this question. History 
is rich with experiment and examples, some relatively successful, 
some complete failures. Only the problem is clear enough. As 
Lincoln put it amid the agony of Civil War: ‘It has long been a 
grave question whether any government not too strong for the 
liberties of its people, can be strong enough to maintain its liberties 
in great emergencies.’ 

The guardians may, indeed, try to carry on ruling the country 
after the end of the emergency or, more often, by prolonging the 
emergency — if they can get away with it. There is no possible ‘right’ 
of revolution to check this, as John Locke tried to argue: revolution 
is the destruction of a particular order of rights. But, thinking in 
sociological rather than legal terms, Locke had an obvious point; 
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there may come a time when people are driven to rebel by the 
failure of a government to govern politically at all. The state of 
emergency is the time of sovereignty — when all power has to go to 
and to come from one source, if the community is to survive at all. 
‘Those republics,’ wrote Machiavelli, ‘which in time of danger 
cannot resort to a dictatorship will generally be ruined when grave 
occasions occur.’ But in normal times in some fortunate states the 
‘sovereignty’ of governments is a very formal abstract thing 
compared to the reality of politics. Hobbes’s Leviathan saw govern- 
ment as a perpetual state of emergency. Hobbes may have been 
frightened in the womb by the guns of the Spanish Armada, and 
he may have thought sixty years later that there was nothing more 
terrible than Englishmen killing Englishmen in civil war, but that is 
no excuse for not studying, as Machiavelli did, the problem of how 
to maintain a state through time (which is a problem of spreading 
power), as well as how to preserve it in crisis (which is a problem of 
concentrating power). Surely we have less excuse. Some modern 
states in times of infinitely greater threat have been able to preserve 
politics, even to recreate it, as even in part of Germany where for a 
generation it was wiped out with a unique and deliberate fury. ‘The 
secret of liberty is courage,’ as Pericles declaimed. It is not a very 
safe world anyhow. Free men stick their necks out. 

Even with luck and courage, we must not hope for too much 
from politics, or believe that we see it everywhere. It can exist only 
where it has been preceded by sovereignty or where sovereignty 
can be quickly called into being. So if politics, to be a stable and 
possible method of rule, requires some settled order, as well as 
tolerance and diversity, then the relationships between states them- 
selves can be seen at their best only as a kind of quasi-politics. The 
will to conciliate and compromise may actually be stronger at 
times in international relations, simply because it is more difficult 
to calculate whether one is powerful enough to ignore diplomacy, 
than it is to know whether one can govern unpolitically in a single, 
settled country. But the possibility of politicizing an established 
order is largely absent simply because there is no established order 
— only a speculative and doubtful common interest in peace, or 
some more certain, but more abstract, moral fact ofhuman brother- 
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hood. The agony of international relations is the need to try to 
practise politics without the basic conditions for political order. 
The ‘cold war’ would not have surprised Hobbes, for he defined 
‘War’ simply as ‘time men live without common power to keep 
them all in awe’. International society was no society at all, but 
simply the state of nature — war. For ‘the nature of War consisteth 
not in actual fighting, but in the known disposition thereto, during 
all the time there is no assurance to the contrary’. And there are no 
assurances to the contrary, outside the realm of a particular 
sovereign or ‘common power’. This I take to be the case of 
‘international politics’. One wishes it were otherwise, but it is not. 
Certainly diplomacy and politics have much in common: the urge 
to conciliate and act prudently are much alike, indeed can be, as 
we have said, actually stronger in diplomacy. But in diplomacy the 
basic fact of order is lacking. Even in times of emergency, of threat 
to what international order there is, there may not be a clearly 
superior and effective power. In a territorial society, government 
makes politics possible; but in an international ‘society’, politics 
(or rather diplomacy) has to try to make any even minimal govern- 
ment or order possible. Political maxims and experience (even 
though as aspirations and not an established activity) will be some 
help in international problems. Clearly, for instance, a country 
powerful enough to threaten world peace cannot be permanently 
excluded from any institution which even purports to be concerned 
with world order. But genuine politics remains an ideal in inter- 
national relations. Distinctions can in fact be drawn. The United 
Nations Organization is not, for instance, a political assembly 
because it is not a sovereign assembly. There are, strictly speaking, 
no politicians at the United Nations; there are only ‘statesmen’ 
and ‘ambassadors’ who are mere delegates of bodies regarded as 
sovereign. Unlike politicians, they cannot settle issues of govern- 
ment among themselves; they depend upon instructions. For the 
politician is not a delegate; the politician has power to act in 
conjunction with other politicians; his power is limited by accept- 
ance of periodic elections, but is not bound by daily instructions. 
Where government is impossible, politics is impossible. Once 
again, distinctions can in fact be drawn. Everything is not politics. 
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Struggles for power are struggles for power. And the task of. 
diplomacy is a somewhat different task from that of politics. 
Certainly it can be a universal activity among states — whereas 
politics is not a universal activity even within states. Let us defend 
politics, then, as an actual activity without thinking that so-called 
international politics is more than, at the best, a kind of aspirant, 
quasi-politics. 

Similarly, common usage may encourage us to talk about politics 
in the small group — in the trade union, in the office, and even in the 
family; and anthropologists find that many tribal societies are 
more ‘political’ and less ‘autocratic’ than once supposed. Some 
social scientists, perhaps being a little too clever, make quite a song 
and dance about ‘the politics of small groups’. They hope by 
studying the microcosm to understand the macrocosm. But the 
difference is not just one of scale: a valuable qualitative distinction 
is lost. If all discussion, conflict, rivalry, struggle, and even 
conciliation is called politics, then it is forgotten, once more, that 
politics depends on some settled order. Small groups are subordi- 
nate parts of that order. They may help to create politics, but their 
internal behaviour is not political simply because their individual 
function is quite different from that of the state itself. And, unlike 
the state, they have no acknowledged legal right to use force if all 
else fails. 

If the argument is, then, that politics is simply the activity by 
which government is made possible when differing interests in an 
area to be governed grow powerful enough to need to be concili- 
ated, the obvious objection will be: ‘why do certain interests have 
to be conciliated?’ And the answer is, of course, that they do not 
have to be. Other paths are always open. Politics is simply when 
they are conciliated — that solution to the problem of order which 
chooses conciliation rather than violence and coercion, and chooses 
it as an effective way by which varying interests can discover that 
level of compromise best suited to their common interest in sur- 
vival. Politics allows various types of power within a community to 
find some reasonable level of mutual tolerance and support. 
Coercion (or secession or migration) need arise only when one 
group or interest feels that it has no common interest in survival 
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with the rest. Put at its most obvious, most men would simply 
agree that coercion needs justification: conciliation justifies itself 
if it works. There may not be any absolute justification of politics. 
Let us be brazen and simply say, ‘We prefer politics’. But such 
modesty had better be somewhat truculent. For it is, after all, too 
hard (indeed perverse) to respect the morality and wisdom of any 
who, when politics is possible, refuse to act politically. 

Political rule, then, because it arises from the problem of 
diversity, and does not try to reduce all things to a single unity, 
necessarily creates or allows some freedom. Political freedom is a 
response to a need of government -— it is not, as so many senti- 
mentally think, an external impetus that somehow forces, or 
persuades, governments to act tolerantly. The freedom of a group 
will be established at the moment when its power or its existence 
cannot be denied and must be reckoned with in governing a 
country as it actually is. The American Revolution took place, for 
instance, not because people suddenly became super-sensitive to 
their rights, or — an even more unlikely theory — because they 
suddenly became nationalistic, but because the existing govern- 
ment broke down. The British Government had failed to recognize 
the peculiar interests and the peculiar character of the colonies 
which it suddenly tried to govern, with the Stamp Act of 1765, after 
along century of what Burke had called ‘wise and salutary neglect’. 
And it failed to recognize their interests because they were not rep- 
resented. If they were ‘ virtuallyrepresented’ in Parliament, this was 
in numbers so few compared to their real power and commercial 
importance that they were not taken seriously until too late, until 
they had been driven into revolutionary violence. Political repre- 
sentation is, then, a device of government before ever it can be 
sensibly viewed as a ‘right’ of the governed. If it is not made use of, 
a government may not be able to govern at all — unless it is willing 
to practise coercion and to suffer fear to the degree that it is ignorant 
of the interests of the governed. Almost any system of representa- 
tion, however ramshackle, incomplete, and at times even corrupt, 
is better than none; and is better than one that will represent only 
an alleged single interest of the governed. The English Reform 
Bills of 1832 and 1867 did not take place because old Whig 
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gentlemen in Westminster suddenly became convinced, out of some 
movement in abstract ideas, that those Radical fellows were mor- 
ally right, but because it became increasingly clear that govern- 
ment could not be carried on in an industrialized society unless the 
power and existence first of the entrepreneur and then of the skilled 
manual worker were recognized and represented. 

‘Politics’, then, simply summarizes an activity whose history isa 
mixture of accident and deliberate achievement, and whose social 
basis is to be found only in quite complicated societies. It is not as 
such motivated by principle, except in a dislike of coercion which 
can, in turn, be simply thought to be a matter of prudence. (To 
debate too hotly the rival integrity of different motives which lead 
to the same action is academic — either political folly or the luxury 
of an already established political order.) Political principles are, 
whatever they are, principles held within politics. Now the holding 
of political principles or doctrines, at some level, with some degree 
of consistency, seems quite inevitable for any but the beast or the 
god — and why not? There is a touch of doctrinaire absurdity in 
those conservatives who would argue that all political doctrines 
become doctrinaire. A political doctrine is only doctrinaire, firstly, 
if it refuses to recognize the power and existence of other forces and 
ideas within an established political order; or, secondly —and more 
obviously — when it seeks to argue that some of these groups must 
be eliminated urgently, illegally, and unpolitically if other great 
benefits are to follow. Political doctrines must, in fact, be genuinely 
political (Marxism, for instance, as we shall see, is clearly and 
explicitly an anti-political doctrine). 

A political doctrine I take to be simply a coherently related set of 
proposals for the conciliation of actual social demands in relation 
to ascarcity of resources. As such, a political doctrine should make 
short shrift with the old and barren academic controversy over 
‘fact’ and ‘value’ — for it is necessarily both evaluative and pre- 
dictive. For a political doctrine always offers some generalizations 
about the nature of actual, or possible, political societies, but it 
always also offers some grounds, however disputable, for thinking 
some such possibilities desirable. By prediction I do not mean 
something that is necessarily measurable as in natural science, but 
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merely something that guides our present actions according to our 
expectations of what will happen in the future (or, of course, of 
what we shall find in the past). And it is evaluative not merely 
because all thought is an act of selection from a potentially 
infinite range of relevant factors, but because we do in fact seek to 
justify some act of selection as in some way significant. A political 
doctrine will state some purpose, but it will claim to be a realizable 
purpose; or it may state some sociological generalization. But 
argument, if not analysis, will always reveal some ethical signifi- 
cance in wanting this relationship to be true, or to remain true. A 
political doctrine is thus just an attempt to strike a particular har- 
mony in an actual political situation, one harmony out of many 
possible different (temporary) resolutions of the basic problem of 
unity and diversity in a society with complex and entrenched rival 
social interests. This problem is the germ of politics and freedom. 

Some freedom, at least, must exist wherever there is political 
rule. For politics is a process of discussion, and discussion de- 
mands, in the original Greek sense, dialectic. For discussion to be 
genuine and fruitful when something is maintained, the opposite 
or some contrary case must be considered or — better — maintained 
by someone who believes it. The hall-mark of free government 
everywhere, it is an old but clear enough test, is whether public 
criticism is allowed in a manner conceivably effective — in other 
words, whether opposition is tolerated. Politics needs men who will 
act freely, but men cannot act freely without politics. Politics is a 
way of ruling divided societies without undue violence — and most 
societies are divided, though some think that that is the very 
trouble. We can do much worse than honour ‘mere politics’ so we 
must examine very carefully the claims of those who would do 
better. 


Chapter 2 


A DEFENCE OF POLITICS AGAINST 
IDEOLOGY 


THAT not all forms of government are political, and that politics 
is a more precise concept than is often thought, are truths which 
become very clear by contrast to totalitarian rule and its reliance 
on the theory of ideology. Totalitarian rule marks the sharpest 
contrast imaginable with political rule, and ideological thinking 
is an explicit and direct challenge to political thinking. The 
totalitarian believes that everything is relevant to government and 
that the task of government is to reconstruct society utterly 
according to the goals of an ideology. This ideology will offer a 
criticism of existing society and a prophecy — on the basis of a single 
‘key to history’ — of a final, perfectly just, and perfectly stable stage 
of society. So to appreciate the unique character of totalitarian rule 
and the unique aspirations of totalitarian ideology should help us 
to understand more fully the peculiar importance of some aspects 
of politics. We shall find there a direct attack on the idea of a 
diversity of semi-independent groups in society and on the idea of 
the affirmative individual, so strong as to convince us that the 
totalitarian at least knows that these two things are at the heart of 
what makes politics possible. And we will find ourselves disabused 
about the importance of some other things. 

Such a comparison will, at least, destroy any easy identification 
of political freedom with ‘democracy’. The contrast of demo- 
cratic and undemocratic régimes, so that free régimes become 
simply those based on willing and active consent, breaks down 
completely in the light of totalitarian régimes. As Hannah Arendt 
has written in her great Origins of Totalitarianism: ‘it is painful to 
realize that they are always preceded by mass movements and that 
they ““command and rest upon mass support” up to the end.’ To 
deny this basis of mass support to the Soviet Union and to Com- 
munist China — as once some denied it to Nazi Germany - may bea 
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comfortable belief, but it is a false and dangerous one, a symptom 
of how thoroughly many of us good liberals are in the grip of a false 
theory of government: that the consent of the people necessarily 
creates freedom. Mill’s essay On Liberty was premised on the need 
to defend liberty against even democracy, to give democrats a 
respect for liberty. Representative government, he saw, was no 
guarantee of liberty — if all posts were filled by men of the same 
mind. But somehow the point rarely sinks in. People continue to 
tryto characterize ‘free politics’ interms of democracy and can never 
see why, in the history of the rise of democratic institutions (which 
is not the same as the history of toleration), the Communist claim 
to be democraticis equally plausible. Totalitarian régimes, indeed, 
are a product of ademocratic age. They depend upon mass support, 
and they have found a way of treating society as if it were, or were 
about to be, a single mass. Even opposition with more bark than bite 
will be destroyed, not because it offends the pride of an autocrat, 
but becauseits very existence challenges thetheories of atotalitarian 
ideologist. No more mayeven sleeping dogs lie, as under autocracy. 
They must be whipped into action until they begin to enjoy it. 
For totalitarianism is not merely an intensive word of abuse 
applied to old authoritarian practices ‘new writ large’ by modern 
technological opportunities. Modern technology has not just 
expanded opportunities for the exploitation of office, but has 
helped to create a new style of ideological thought of such sweeping 
ambition that the mere passive obedience with which most former 
autocrats were content has now given way to the need for an active 
and perpetual enthusiasm. The autocrat wanted to govern in plea- 
sure and peace — he might have military ambitions, but even they 
were limited to the pleasure he could conceivably get out of them 
in his own life span; but the totalitarian leader aspires to ‘remake 
this sorry scheme of things entire’ and tries to think in terms of 
whole epochs, not just of human generations. Himmler claimed 
that his S.S. men were not interested in ‘everyday problems’ but 
only ‘in ideological questions of importance for decades and 
centuries. ...” The enjoyment of office and the perpetuation of a 
régime or dynasty have become secondary to the achievement by a 
single party of the goals of an ideology. Thus we have broken, with 
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little warning, from the bounds of those Greek classifications of 
types of government which for so long seemed adequate, since they 
all presumed that government served limited purposes, that the 
State, while being the predominant social institution, yet was not 
omnipotent. 

For the aim of totalitarian rule is not simply intense autocracy. 
Autocrats, once a state grew too large and complex for every 
group interest to be dominated by a Palace Guard, could solve the 
problem of power only by sharing power. Limited government 
(however limited), government by consultation (however one- 
sided), became an administrative necessity to some degree (however 
shallow). Mass consent, when the masses became important as 
towns grew and industry spread, could be gained only by mass 
participation in politics. For as Rousseau said in one of those 
flashes of empirical clarity that make up for so much else: ‘the 
strongest is never strong enough to be always master, unless he 
transforms strength into right and obedience into duty.’ But 
totalitarian ideology has provided this basis of right and duty ina 
plausible, intelligible, and revolutionary form. It has provided 
what Napoleon once said would be the politics of the future: ‘the 
organization of willing masses for sacrifice for an ideal.’ To the 
totalitarian régime, then, nothing is irrelevant to the government, 
everything is possible. The masses must be changed, or orches- 
trated, towardsa single futureharmony. It is at least clear that such 
a style of thought can be called, with agreement from both 
ideologist and politician, anti-political. 

The chiliastic claims of both Nazism and Communism have been 
generally remarked — whatever have been their temporary com- 
promises in practice: what was once a religious heresy, to achieve 
the holy reign of the saints on earth, has become in our times a 
secular orthodoxy held with religious intensity. There was a fanatic 
rejection of the compromises of mere ‘ politics’ by the Nazis, some- 
thing which challenged the conventional belief of the bureaucracy 
and the officer corps that they could live beside and yet avoid 
‘politics’, could dwell in some aloof but dutiful Uberparteilichkeit. 
The belief that race and race alone was the sole determinant of 
social action gave rise to the belief of the Nazi élite in a ‘Final 
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Solution’. Few denied that the ‘ Final Solution of the Jewish prob- 
lem’ would not become a gross political liability, even in Germany, 
when it became widely known; but the system had swept beyond 
mere politics. Racial purity was offered to the masses as being 
infallibly able to ensure the subjection or transformation of the two 
great demons of the old liberal systems, those two things of great 
dread which, after 1914, had seemingly proved uncontrollable in 
the rational liberal world: war and mass-unemployment. War was 
transformed from something to be excused politically into some- 
thing to be glorified racially; and unemployment was banished by 
attempting to put the whole economy ona permanent war-footing. 
Politics became anti-politics, as when Hitler wrote: ‘Politics is the 
art of carrying out the life struggle of a nation for its earthly. 
existence. Foreign politics is the art of ensuring for a nation its 
living space in size and wealth whenever and however necessary. 
Domestic politics is the art of maintaining for a nation the power 
necessary for this aim in the form of its racial equality and size of 
population.”! 

If the idea that class struggle is the sole determinant of social 
action appears at least more plausible than that of racial struggle, 
it also gave rise to killings and cruelties so great that comparisons 
of more or less become themselves inhuman. One trembles with 
horror at the person who thinks either that one should count heads, 
or that any distinction between a Nazi ‘irrational’ terror and a 
Communist ‘rational’ terror would help one to set oneself up as a 
judge who must — strangely and terribly — pardon one or the other. 
For the Communist too, terror and ‘mass-resettlement’ is done in 
the name of an advance to a final stage of history. Time and time 
again the real interests of Communist Parties which were involved 
in political situations, in China during the 1920s, in Weimar 
Germany, in France and Britain during the 1930s, were sacrificed 
for the needs of the whole ideology (and even if these needs of the 
whole ideology became at times suspiciously close to a traditional 
Russian self-interest, the fact remains that Communists abroad 
were willing to take this on trust and to sacrifice their own obvious 
immediate interests). The activity of politics itself, bothin Naziand 

1. Hitler’s Zweites Buch, (Stuttgart 1961, p. 62.) 
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Communist doctrine, was only a transitional stage in history. The 
element of diplomacy in international relations was itself irksome; 
it fortified the universalism and world-shaping aspirations of the 
ideology. Both the Communists and the Nazis took part in politics 
only as a temporary means to a higher — permanent — end. 

To say that doctrine is of unique importance in totalitarian 
régimes is to misunderstand how precisely and uniquely doctrine 
is viewed as ideology. Ideology has now become one of the most 
loosely used words in the vocabulary of power. Publicists and 
journalists have debased it into a mere term of abuse, a synonym 
for fervid impracticality — or, more occasionally, a useful moral 
armament which the other side has got and which we lack. We are 
in danger of forgetting its precise significance as a theory of human 
action. The word was first coined by a philosopher, Destutt de 
Tracy, in 1795 as the name for a ‘science’ which would explain the 
relationship between sensations and ideas and would remove all 
ambiguity from language. This was to be an official project of the 
revolutionary government’s Institut National des Sciences et Arts. 
Shortly afterwards Napoleon gave the word greater currency, using 
it to mock all abstract and literary schemes concocted by philoso- 
phers or publicists. The word became well established, with this 
invidious meaning, in the writings of French and English conserva- 
tives. But Marx, in his polemic The German Ideology, though he 
began by using the term in this way, ended by generalizing from it 
to create a new and precise theoretical meaning. It expressed a new 
and vastly influential concept — which marked the birth from the 
same womb of both the intellectual justification for totalitarianism 
and the modern study ofsociology. To Marx the claim of the theory 
of ideology is that all doctrine is a derivative of social circumstance. 
All thought whatever is ideological. Contrary to the belief of many 
who have not read the book, Marx did not waste much space on 
chapter and verse of how precisely the German philosophers were 
serving as tame lackeys of the State, of how the Hegelian ‘idealists’ 
were in fact instruments of material class interests. The argument 
set down was completely general: any philosophy can only serve 
the interests of the class who control the means of production. ‘The 
class which has the means of material production at its disposal, has 
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control at the same time over the means of mental production.’ 
The theory of ideology sees even ‘knowledge’ and ‘reason’, let 
alone ethics and custom, as mere expressions of the total structure 
of society, as things relative and functional to a particular social 
system. 

Now, to examine the function of ideas as social products (rather 
than for their truth or falsity) is obviously a proper, interesting, and 
enlightening subject of inquiry; it is one way, at least, of under- 
standing human society. Marx was indeed the virtual inventor of 
sociology — itself, obviously, sociology with a purpose, a theory 
developed to achieve an end. The old oppressive and ‘self-contra- 
dictory’ political order was to be replaced by a new and highly 
unified social order (politics and philosophy were to be exposed 
and surpassed by sociology). He was the precursor of the modern 
study of the ‘sociology of knowledge’. This study has not always 
assumed that all ideas are ideology; and when it has done so, it 
has often been in the mood of abstract supposition, or of scientific 
hypothesis: to see what can be explained on the assumption that 
such a view is true. But it has had a characteristic danger (though 
danger is no excuse for abandoning learning — as some genteel 
Critics of sociology would have us do). The danger is that man is 
dissolved away into his social circumstances; the tough-spirited- 
ness of human willand the inventiveness of human intellect become 
lost in a swamp of circumstantial detail. (It is sadly interesting that 
Max Weber’s writings contain both some of the profoundest 
modern scholarship and some of the deepest pessimism about the 
stability and survival of free politics.) But in Marx himself, right 
from the beginning, the theory of ideology furnished a plan of 
action aimed at a total change of society, not simply an academic 
means of understanding society as it was. For if all thought was 
ideology, then the only final and stable ideology would be that of 
the ultimate class to come to control the means of production. 

So Nazi and Communist ideology became not just a uniquely 
effective and widecast body of doctrine, only differing in degree 
from previous political doctrines; for each made an explicit claim 
to be the necessary and exclusive outcome of the total relationships 
ofevery aspect of society —and therefore, in theory at least, claimed 
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to be able to predict and explain everything. An ideology, thus, 
can be stable, final, and free of any and all internal contradictions 
only when society as a whole frees itself, or is freed, from those 
divisive elements of property ownership or racial impurity which 
impede its fullest possible coherence, generality, and unity. To the 
totalitarian mind, the limited function of ‘mere’ politics is both a 
fallacy and a deceit, a trick of the State to prevent the reign of 
Society. The Communist Manifesto itself spoke of depriving “the 
public power’ of ‘its political character’.1 The distinction drawn 
in different ways by every political doctrine between a realm of 
public affairs and some areas — always some — of privacy (whether 
that assertive privacy called ‘personality’ or the;negative privacy 
that there are simply some things irrelevant to politics), was 
deliberately obliterated by the theorists of ideology. Some re- 
cognition of privacy or of spheres of irrelevance is one of the rea- 
sons why even those who once pushed the power of the state to the 
utmost then imaginable, say Hobbes, say Hegel, say Papal theorists 
at different times, cannot sensibly be regarded as totalitarian. 
Totalitarianism surpasses autocracy. To the totalitarian not merely 
the machinery of government and the economic institutions of 
society, but also all education, industry, art, even domesticity and 
private affections, all these, both in work and leisure, are part of a 
completely interrelated social system, all are forces which must be 
accountable to the ideology. To leave any of these uncontrolled 
would be, in a practical sense, to leave dangerous lacunae of 
liberty and means of personal escape from complete dedication to 
public purposes; would be, in a scientific sense, to refute the claim 
of the theory of ideology that all aspects of society, including 
thought itself, are dependent on each other and are moving, or can 
be released, in a known and given direction. Even things which to 
the conventional tyrant and politician would be quite irrelevant to 
the needs of government — how men paint and make music, or the 
shape of the roof of a house — become, on this theory, relevant and 
are therefore either progressive or decadent, never subjects of in- 
difference to the ruler or ruling party. 

1. See p. 166 below, for examples of Marx’s explicit attack on 
politics. 
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‘The whole framework of our social life is very closely knit 
together, comrades’, so the Soviet critic, Olesha, once cleverly put 
this point in publicly recanting his misguided admiration for the 
‘formalist’ music of Shostakovich: ‘In the life and activity of our 
State nothing moves or develops independently. ... If I do not 
agree with the Party in a single point, the whole picture of life must 
be dimmed for me, because all parts, all details of the picture are 
bound together and arise out of each other, therefore there can be 
no single false line anywhere. .. .”4 Thus a plausible sense of the 
complete involvement of all men and all things, which has anthro- 
pological significance in defining the distinctively human condition 
and which may have spiritual meaning — ‘do thyself no harm; for 
we are all here’ — attempts translation into political terms, but 
immediately becomes totalitarian. True politics cannot treat every- 
thing in political terms. The Marxist attempt to politicize all social 
relations is, in fact, the attempt to eliminate politics. For politics is 
concerned with limited purposes. Art, for example, cannot be 
politicized while remaining art. Love cannot be politicized while 
remaining love. If we are asked to love our country or our party 
more than our family or our friends (so that if necessary we would 
lay down our life not for another, but for the cause), we should 
know that we are being called to sacrifice life for ideology. And a 
situation will seem to demand such desperate actions only through 
the failure or neglect of political remedies. 

The uniqueness of totalitarianism (which so vividly demon- 
strates, in the limitlessness of its aspirations, the uniqueness of 
politics) is further demonstrated in the attack on the concept of 
the State which was made in the name of Society. Both Nazi and 
Communist theorists and publicists composed to this theme. 
Consider the attack in Marx’s Critique of the Gotha Programme 
on the idea of the ‘ Free State’. He tried to show the erring Social- 
Democrats that ‘Freedom consists in converting the State from an 
organ standing above society into one completely subordinated 
to it.’ Hitler wrote in Mein Kampf: ‘The State is a means to an end. 
Its end is the preservation and promotion of a community of 


1. From ‘The Discussion of Formalism’, International Literature No. 6 
(Moscow 1936), p. 88. 
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physically and psychically equal living beings . . . we must sharply 
distinguish between the State as a vessel and the race as the con- 
tent.’ If society were one pure element, or even a stable solution 
and not just a compound of differing elements, then the State-as- 
coercive-power would not, indeed, be needed. 

The conventional bourgeois state, precisely because its political, 
conciliatory function had recognized widely differing ideologies 
within the same territory, came to be regarded by the modern 
totalitarians as a mere transitory historical device which it was the 
purpose of the Party finally to resolve and remove. The bourgeois 
state, Marx said, contains ‘inner contradictions’ (indeed it does, 
that is what it is all about); but these contradictions are, for many 
high-sounding reasons, ultimately not to be tolerated; they were 
not, to the Nazis, a sign of civilization but of decadence, a failure to 
think clearly, to put first things first, a failure of nerve and a weak- 
ness of will. In order to achieve final justice, Society as a whole, 
treated as a unity, had to supplant the State. When the divisive 
elements in decadent society were removed, there would be only a 
single, all-embracing ideology, state and society would be at one, 
and an end be made to all the travail of the body politic. When the 
lowest class of all conquered, then class war would no longer be 
fundamental, and ideology would be clear and unambiguous. 
When the nation would be able to remove all biologically inferior 
and contaminatory strains, the path of triumph of the Volksgemein- 
schaft would be unimpeded, society would be one family, one 
brothers’ band under an inspired father and leader. In both cases 
the triumph of Society over the State would restore a shattered 
sense of belonging: the masses would have become a community 
(just as, in the transitional stage, the mob had been given a uni- 
form). 

The similarity of Nazi and Communist styles of thought can also 
be seen in their common stress on violence. Violence is to totali- 


1. Normally the substance of the two ideologies is recognized as being 
very different; but it does not exhaust human ingenuity to try to synthesize 
them, to gain — in rhetoric, at least — the best of both impossible worlds 
together. Dr Cheddi Jagan, the Prime Minister of British Guiana, is repor- 
ted as having said: ‘We believe in race — the working class race of the 
world’. 
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tarianism as conciliation is to political systems — something 
Creative. Precisely because thought and action are so determined 
by the superstructure of traditional society, and because the 
elements of this structure are so inter-dependent and interlocked, 
society can only, with very few exceptions — entirely tactical — be 
smashed, broken, overturned, shattered, seldom if ever converted 
or persuaded peacefully. The habits of the bourgeois State are so 
deeply rooted that it takes class war or national war to uproot 
them. Revolution, not just the taking over of power, is necessary, 
to break up the old strata of society, to prevent ‘contradictions’ or 
‘bourgeois deviations’ from lingering on into the new era. 
Machiavelli saw the logic of this, or rather the sociology, when he 
argued that a Prince who comes to power, whether by conquest or 
inheritance, in a new territory which has known its own laws, has 
two choices open to him: either he must rule according to these 
laws; or he must break and smash them up utterly with great vio- 
lence and destroy all potentialopposition even, inone night of long 
knives. This is not a mere matter of intimidation of individuals; 
Machiavelli was trying to get at the social structure itself, the 
differing laws or customs which make opposition possible. But in 
Machiavelli this is really a purely theoretical discovery. The Prince 
cannot then solve the problem of perpetuating his rule except by 
spreading and sharing power: Princes to save or create states, 
Republics to maintain them. His Prince lacked an ideology which 
gives a public purpose for power and at least appears to solve, in 
the presence of the modern Party, the problem of succession 
which has been the bane of autocracies. The regenerating Prince is 
no longer a lonely hero, but has the massive capability behind him 
of a modern militant party. If the Prince must be a demi-god, yet 
his son may be depressingly mortal. But nowadays, the Party goes 
on for ever as the priesthood of the ideology. So long as people can 
recognize one man or a group of men (like Hobbes we need not 
always be fussy as to whether Leviathan is one or several men) as 
the authoritative expounder of the ideology, they will continue to 
bind themselves in willing subjection. 

Totalitarian ideology not merely purports to explain everything, 
but it offers a belief in necessary progress. This belief is akin to the 
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enervating liberal belief in progress, but it far surpasses it in the 
precision and passion of its claim to know with certainty the iron 
laws of historical development, the path to the final solution of the 
unwanted problem of politics. Obviously this combination of 
ideology and prophecy raises a formidable problem: if all thought 
is ideology, a product of circumstance, how can a clear vision be 
gained of that one ideology which will be the final ideology of the 
ultimate condition of society (which ‘vision’ is supposed to be the 
operative ideology of totalitarian government)? The practical 
answer that emerged, in the persons of Hitler and Stalin, was, of 
course, the peculiar position of the leader: the Machiavellian 
demi-god Prince who alone could transcend immediate necessity. 
The leader himself is, it cannot be denied, inspired: if not a god, he 
is at least a different sort of man from you or me. The new type of 
leader is, indeed, no mere politician of conciliation, nor yet a 
tyrant with immediate sensuous enjoyments, but a dedicated 
master-builder: the fauve artist and the social scientist dialectically 
fused for the creation of the best and the most efficient final society. 
His authority derives largely from passionate popular superstition 
that he understands best the laws of progressive history. What 
right has any man to resist the ideology of society asa wholeand the 
tactical necessities of the unfolding laws of history ? 

Precise knowledge about how these historical laws are discovered 
has, of course, never been made as public as the broad goals of the 
ideology. So much of so much importance is taken on trust. Our 
times have seen a practical revival of the Renaissance concept of the 
arcana imperii, the craft, the skill, the ‘art’, the ‘mystery’, the 
hidden techniques of domination known only to the leader. But 
mere survival of the State was a fairly clear standard of judgement 
in public policy compared with vast schemes to remake mankind: 
raison d état is of crystal clarity compared to raison de parti. The 
actions of the party leader are accepted as consistent with the real 
goals of the unfolding ideology, even when there are substantial 
contradictions in the world of mere appearances. 

It is thus no accident that the two great totalitarian régimes of 
our time have both enshrined one man as head. Once the State tries 
to reduce the in fact diverse elements of society to a single com- 
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position, once society is viewed as a completely integrated work of 
art, whether Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk or the ‘artificial animal’ 
of Hobbes’s Leviathan, then there is need for an artist. Once state- 
Craft is seen as arcana, then there is need for a charlatan-magician, 
as superbly shown in Thomas Mann’s parable of Fascism in the 
story Mario and the Magician. There must be at least one man who 
can see clearly the way ahead through the inhibitions and limita- 
tions of the conventional, which otherwise determines all thought 
and action; one man who can substitute some trickery, cunning, or 
magic for what otherwise might seem unbroken vistas of the vio- 
lence needed to fuse together social forces so naturally apart. And 
this type of ‘the leader’ seems to be emerging as a typical institu- 
tion of ultra-nationalism — wherever nationalism has fallen into a 
pseudo-racial theory of history, one of the two thresholds of 
totalitarian ideology. The irrationalities and contraditions in such 
theories are hardly conducive to their being expounded and 
operated by the free discussion of even a small élite; there is a 
practical need for such theories to include some final irrational 
source of authority. If the Fiihrer says that a (necessary) Jew is nota 
(Jewish) Jew, then he is not a Jew. If Khrushchev says that 
Marxism shows that Communist victory is inevitable and that 
co-existence is possible, then the faithful will applaud and the 
gullible be reassured. And the monopoly of truth which President 
Nasser holds on the intricate question of ‘what is an Arab?’ seems 
too much ofa kind with Prime Minister Verwoerd’s assurance that 
God has given him the means to distinguish the progeny of Ham 
from those of Shem and Japhet. 

The academic sociologists of knowledge, notably Max Weber 
and Karl Mannheim, became involved in a similar difficulty. 
Even when using the theory of ideology purely explanatorily, not 
as a weapon of social change, how can even the scholar, let alone 
the highly moralistic Marx, achieve ‘ objectivity’? Am I just bound 
to be a product of my own ideology, interpreting all other ideolo- 
gies simply as my own would condition me to do? The answer 
became, of course, that certain scholars could do it because they 
were very peculiar types of person, the ‘unattached intellectuals’ 
who had succeeded in cultivating a ‘detached perspective’ - 
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obviously a quite attractive view to intellectuals. Thus thought was 
at least allowed an element of transcendence over circumstance, 
but only to furnish the grounds for the first postulate of a ‘value- 
free’ and total social theory. Let us, indeed, assume that any social 
theory which aims to be fully comprehensive must be allowed one 
initial jump, one free move to begin the game. But perhaps if the 
sociologists of knowledge had been writing in the first full genera- 
tion of totalitarian rule, and not a decade before, they would have 
adopted some ethical first assumption to prevent a theory of 
understanding from being ‘perverted’ as a plan of action. For the 
viewpoint of ‘ethical relativism’ implied in this science, while a 
buttress for tolerance when applied to ideologies within a political 
régime, yet appears quite inadequate to explain the novelty — and 
to condemn the cruelty — of totalitarianism as a positive theory of 
ideology. There are some things, as Leo Strauss has said of the 
concentration camps, of which a purely objective description 
would seem like a satire on mankind. 

Mannheim does point out that his ‘concept “‘ideology” is being 
used ... not as a negative value-judgement, in the sense of 
insinuating a conscious political lie, but is intended to designate 
the outlook inevitably associated with a given historical and social 
situation. ... This meaning of the term ... must be sharply 
differentiated from the other meaning.’ But Mannheim failed to 
see that once it is believed that the logic and imperative of ideas is 
seen as purely ideological, as simply the mirroring and maintenance 
of that status quo which is the existing social order, then his 
“Utopians’ (perversely unaware that they are purely culture 
bound - which they are probably not), will have to see any progress 
as dependent upon a complete shattering and a total transforma- 
tion of the entire social system: ideologies as ‘ political lies’, or plans 
for a complete new future, will then become necessary. The philo- 
sophical foundation of totalitarian ideology rests upon the soci- 
ology of knowledge. Both underestimate the complexity of 
advanced industrial societies, the coexistence, clash, and overlap 
between several, even many, different ideologies within a given 
state, the number of ‘cross-cultural pressures’ to which any 

1. See Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia (London 1936), p. 111. 
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individual is subject — a state of affairs which can be sensibly 
regarded as fairly normal and, in the variety of experience it allows, 
reasonably delightful. Politics is a response to this very type of 
situation, and politics does not set itself the impossible tasks of 
creating a unified social theory before it thinks any government can 
justify itself, or of finding a single equation or a final reduction. But 
politics is not simply a restatement of the status quo, for things 
never are fixed: the conservative perpetually underestimates the 
amount of deliberate political innovation and invention, and of 
reasonably well understood social change and adaptation, which is 
going on at any time. Just as Mannheim, and even Weber, tends to 
underestimate the creativity of politics, so he underestimates greatly 
the plausibility and coherency of that use of ‘ideology’ which he 
calls a ‘political lie’. Totalitarianism is obviously far more rooted 
in social thought and structure than a mere ‘political lie’. And 
politics itself is a concept which stands outside the admitted 
relativity of particular political aspirations and doctrines: to that 
degree it is autonomous and creative. 

Totalitarian ideology presents a clear contrast to politics; and 
even the academic theory of ideology represents a false, and even 
dangerous, attempt to reduce all political to sociological theory. 
Choices are made and have to be made, and one can never describe 
them in such a way that they are necessarily determined. Indeed 
the contrast points to two characteristics of political activity: 
one, the importance of a diversity of group interests, explicitin the 
argument so far; the other, some concern with personal identity, 
implicit. 

I have argued that we are much beholden to the great Aristotle 
for recognizing the political relationship as one that harmonizes 
and tries to elevate those differences of opinion and interest which 
naturally exist within any known State. This is the basic proposi- 
tion of political theory. And in almost nothing is totalitarian 
doctrine more remarkable than in its hatred of diversifying 
groups and institutions. The first theoretical basis for totalitarian- 
ism was the unintended creation of the first ‘armed bohemian’, 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, when he replaced reason with will and 
argued: ‘If then the general will is to be truly expressed, it is 
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essential that there should be no subsidiary groups within the 
State... . It was the magnificent achievement of Lycurgus to have 
established the only State of this kind ever known.’ But what just 
made sense in Rousseau’s romantic misunderstanding of the 
nature of the polis, and in the parlour-realism of his preferring 
Sparta to Athens, makes a very different kind of sense when 
applied to the great scale of the modern State, and even to the 
France of 1789. That his stress on the infallibility of the general 
will makes nonsense of his equally passionate individualism, is an 
old criticism, but a good one; although a better one might be that 
the danger, to both individualism and politics, stems from believing 
in such anentity at all. The ‘malignant imagination’ (in Sir Lewis 
Namier’s words) of Edmund Burke was, alas, right, and the all too 
human Jean-Jacques wrong, when Burke saw that rights to have 
any meaning must adhere to particular institutions: the rights of 
Englishmen are, indeed, necessarily more secure than the Rights of 
Man. The theory of democratic-centralism robbed men more and 
more of any intimacy with institutions small enough to be known, 
worked, and loved. Industrialism threatened to complete the rout of 
Burke’s ‘small platoon’, and only for an ineffective moment did 
the rising socialist movement pause to look at the small group as 
the natural unit, before plunging after a liberalized conservatism 
into mild or strong forms of Etatism. 

The totalitarian destruction of intermediary groups only points 
to the relative naturalness of some of these groups. The totalitarian 
manufacture of a multiplicity of party or party-front organizations 
only points to the importance to them of providing controlled 
substitutes for the natural wealth of corporate life. But these 
controlled groups are ersatz, are just not-so-good substitutes, for 
they are made to have as little organic relevance to any non-politi- 
cal function as possible. No possible refuge for publicly opting out 
into purely private preoccupations is allowed; even the groups that 
there are will be periodically reshuffled, examined, or purged to 
prevent not just actual, but even possible, opposition forming. The 
sovereignty of the totalitarian general will, if it is to be made real, 
can allow of no competition or even flight to alternative activities. 
Contrary to the habits of traditional autocracies, sleeping dogs 
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must be kicked into life, but not out of principle — out of theory. 
For everything in society, according to the operative theory, is 
either progressive or corrosive; there are no areas of privacy or 
federal divisions of authority. Hobbes unwittingly showed how the 
ground could be prepared for totalitarianism when he denounced 
all ‘Corporations’ as ‘worms within the entrails of the body 
politic’, although his whole theory was in fact meant to be a 
defence of the absolute self-identity of each and every individual 
against any possible group or even general interest. 

The picture of the ‘need’ for totalitarian rule has had, alas, many 
helpful touches added to it in utter innocence by good liberals too 
consumed with dislike for ‘peculiar institutions’ which separate 
individuals from the State, which seem to create or leave pockets 
of irrational inequity in society. Any theory of political obligation 
must react to totalitarian ideology by a far greater stress on the 
pluralistic and federalistic nature of authority than has been the 
fashion of late. There is something, after all, to be said for con- 
tinuing to venerate the great platitude of politics, perhaps as 
formulated by the young Harold Laski: ‘We shall make the basis 
of our state consent to disagreement. Therein we shall ensure its 
deepest harmony.’ 

The second more specific characteristic of political activity 
which emerges in contrast to totalitarian rule is, I have claimed, 
some concern with personal identity —its assertion and its preserva- 
tion. This seems, in an at first sight curious manner, to be not justa 
contrast but the antithesis to the totalitarian stress on violence. 
Here is not just the all too obvious matter that totalitarian régimes 
have put a very low value on human life, both of opponents and of 
their own people; they both take and waste life easily compared to 
any known political régime. The contrast is deeper than that. Vio- 
lence, as we have argued, plays a creative role for the totalitarian 
régime in smashing up the old structure of society. But it is also 
constantly demanded, in the form of self-violence, of sacrifice, 
from the individual. 

Totalitarian régimes, to say something very obvious, try hard to 
gain willing sacrifice from their inhabitants, even to the death, even 
in quite normal tasks. Few Communists have shared the humanism 
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of Brecht’s Mother Courage who remarks that only bad generals 
need brave soldiers. Rather, the ideal man is the man who will 
sacrifice himself for his cause, whether on the military or the in- 
dustrial front (and even, as some of the great State trials of the 
1930s in Russia showed, on the political front). Now this kind of 
pleasant appeal is not unknown even in political régimes; but there 
it is usually clap-trap more than effective policy, except in time of 
war. No one would be so silly as to applaud one for working oneself 
to death building a road for the Ross and Cromarty County 
Council—however badly they need roads; or even if one took a huge 
and fatal risk in trying to exceed production norms in the great 
mission of the State itself to electrify the Highlands of Scotland. 
Totalitarian régimes, however, encourage just such an absurd 
ethic of sacrifice at all times — for again, all times are emergency 
times. But this is absurd only to the free man. The true believer 
thinks himself happy to sacrifice himself for the future of the 
cause — or at least to run the risk. He does not think that he sacri- 
fices freedom; he comes to think that sacrifice is freedom. ‘Oh 
God, ... whose service is perfect freedom’ — the emotion is 
familiar but the confusion between heaven and earth is vastly 
novel. If there are spiritual truths, they are clearly only perverted 
by being treated as political truths; if there are states of mind in 
which we feel not just free, perhaps not free at all, but ‘liberated’, 
then we could imagine them extended to the whole of society — if 
society were indeed one mind. The Christian ‘service’ is, of 
course, far too other-worldly and humble for the totalitarian true 
believer. If Christianity to Nietzsche was a ‘slave morality’, by the 
same token it could not command true sacrifice on a vast scale. 
Sacrifice is not a characteristic of slaves, slaves are sacrificed; only 
the free man can sacrifice himself. So, if one has no capacity for 
enjoying real freedom, one sacrifices oneself to prove that one is 
free, or one tries to command the sacrifices of others to the end of 
the great and final cause — the last fight (which is perennial). 
Violence in the service of the cause is thus self-liberating: it 
liberates one from oneself and fuses one with the great collectivity: 
They but thrust their buried men 
Back in the human mind again. 
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You that Mitchel’s prayer have heard, 
‘Send war in our time, O Lord!’ 
Know that when all words are said 
And a man is fighting mad, 
Something drops from eyes long blind, 
He completes his partial mind, 

For an instant stands at ease, 

Laughs aloud his heart at peace. 


Yeats obviously reaches more deeply into the psychology of 
Fascism and Nazism than of Communism, but some such terrible 
perversion of human instinct marches alongside every attempt to 
sacrifice the present generation so that the future can lay down all 
burdens. The destination of such fanaticisms may be vague, but 
this may actually strengthen the joy in the march itself. ‘A man 
never goes so far,’ said Oliver Cromwell, ‘as when he does not 
know whither he is going.’ Politics ‘in contrast’ is obviously both 
prudential and prudent. A political state does not call on its 
citizens to risk their lives except in the defence of the realm in time 
of emergency. But there is more to the antithesis than this. There 
is a seeming irrational violence in totalitarian régimes which is in 
fact rationally aimed at destroying a belief essential to politics. 
Let us consider one of the strangest and most characteristic 
institutions of totalitarian régimes, probably one of the most 
horrible inventions in human history: the Concentration Camp. 
‘The remembrance of them is grievous unto us; the burden of them 
is intolerable.’ For mass extermination or incarceration can be, 
after all, very obvious practical solutions to the administrative 
problems represented by political diversity — this need not be 
denied. One searches for heightened language because it is clear 
that the actual practices of the camps went beyond all such criteria 
of the utility of power. Witness after witness has paid tribute to the 
lengths to which the Nazi camps especially would go, not merely to 
work their inmates to death rather than work them efficiently, but 
to smash their spirit utterly before they died. They had not merely 
to be killed, but to be degraded utterly. If it was said that the Jews 
were Untermenschen, then they had to be made Untermenschen. 
David Rousset wrote in Les Jours de Notre Mort: ‘The triumph of 
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the S.S. demands that the tortured victim allow himself to be led 
to the noose without protesting, that he renounce and abandon 
himself to the point of ceasing to affirm his identity.” It seemed as if 
the guards were probing, blindly but surely, to expose an essence of 
personality that many would not expect to find even, or particu- 
larly, in themselves, so as to degrade it and render it passive before 
death. It is as if they were trying to prove hollow even the comfort 
offered in: ‘Do not fear those who kill the body, but cannot kill the 
soul.’ 

These deep-thrusting cruelties have been part of the regular 
administration of totalitarian régimes, something far beyond the 
occasional ecstasies of sadists. These practices seem of profound 
importance to the totalitarian pattern of controls. Rousset has 
seen in this degradation of the prisoners not just the attempt by 
the S.S. to exalt their own belief in their spiritual superiority, but 
also a proof that to the totalitarian ‘everything is possible’, an 
assertion that ordinary men, who do not or will not know of these 
things, cannot believe -— for even to know of them can begin to 
create an intolerable burden. The same refined attack on human 
personality took place in the Soviet Camps. Certainly it was less 
immediately deliberate in Communist hands. Communist fore- 
thought in these matters was usually more selective and was more 
often reserved for the punishment of specific political prisoners and 
the ‘reconstruction’ of exemplary victims for the State Trials. The 
mass cruelty and death in the Soviet camps mainly arose from the 
vast inertia and indifference to human life of the bureaucracies in 
charge of the camps. The Nazis invented new ways to kill and 
degrade people, the Soviets left them to rot. But the inertia and 
indifference is itself directly attributable to ideological thinking. 
Men who do not act and believe as the ideology says they should 
are no longer men. 

The inmate of a concentration camp has not just ceased to have 
any human rights whatever by losing his identity as a citizen, but 


1. Quoted by Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 2nd ed. 
(London: 1958), p. 455. See also Gerald Reitlinger, The Final Solution 
(New York 1953), especially pp. 414-28, and Eugon Kogon, The Theory and 
Practice of Hell (London 1950) passim — in German Der S.S. Staat. 
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he must be deprived of his spiritual strength as well, not merely his 
life, before the full claims of the ideology can be proved. It is 
‘proved’ that those who oppose or are indifferent to the ideology 
have no ultimate defence for any scrap of pride, dignity, or sense 
of personal identity, once they are removed from normal social 
relationships. The general theory of totalitarian ideology cannot 
be proved true while there is the slightest spark of absolute person- 
ality alive in its actual or potential opponents. Only when the 
individual is stripped of all previous social identity and finds that he 
has nothing else to fall back upon, only then can it be seen that the 
general theory of ideology is true: that there is nothing in the world 
but social identity — the individual is independent in nothing. But it 
should also be proved to us, through the horror of such observa- 
tions, that there is such an aspect of man which must beindependent 
of social circumstance, that personal identity does not depend 
entirely on social consciousness; and as the totalitarians seek to 
destroy this human autonomy, so political régimes hold it to their 
very hearts. Any normal man who dares to read the perfectly well- 
known books and documents on the totalitarian use of genocide 
and terror as regular methods of government (which we—as normal 
people — find so many excuses not to face), cannot but be filled with 
compassion and understanding for those isolated individuals who 
challenge such systems and who are either forced into a life of 
‘double-think’ and constant verbal treachery to freedom, or who 
are broken by them and ‘reconstructed’. The man who is reborn is 
seldom reborn free. But, equally, this compassion should create a 
hatred, for the sake of human values, for those in free régimes who 
seek to find excuses for such things. 

There is really little mystery about the importance of group 
diversity and of the affirmative individual for politics. Aristotle, 
once again, saw this more clearly than many moderns when he said 
that a tyrant to rule successfully must forbid above all: ‘. . . com- 
mon meals, clubs, education, and anything of a like character — or, 
in other words, a defensive attitude against everything likely to 
produce the two qualities of mutual confidence and a high spirit.” 
Mutual confidence arises from corporate experiences, so these 

1. Barker’s Politics, p. 244, my italics. 
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must be destroyed if they do not serve the immediate purposes of 
the régime. And if the Greek ‘high spirit’ or arete is a moral 
quality with a specific content not wholly applicable to our 
times, yet it points to exactly the same dimension of individual 
experience, the liveliness of men, that the totalitarian must destroy 
and the modern political man must nurture. A political régime 
cannot insist upon its citizens in fact asserting themselves in the 
public realm, even though it will be weaker if they do not; but it 
will not be a political régime at all if it tries to deny their spirited 
right to live inside their own privacy or outside in the public realm, 
as they choose. 


If we act so unnaturally as to try for ourselves to merge all our 
individuality and all our corporate differences in one common 
enterprise, then that enterprise is inevitably crazy and destructive 
—like the chase of the white whale Moby Dick, heroic, but inhuman 
and fatal: ‘They were one man, not thirty. For as the one ship that 
held them all; though it was put together of all contrasting things — 
oak and maple and pinewood; iron and pitch and hemp - yet all 
these ran into one another in the one concrete hull, which shot on 
its way, both balanced and directed by the long central keel; even 
so, all the individualities of the crew, this man’s valour, that man’s 
fear; guilt and guiltlessness, all varieties were welded into one 
mass, and were all directed to that fatal goal which Ahab their one 
lord and keel did point to.’ 

Politicsmay bea messy, mundane, inconclusive, tangled business, 
far removed from the passion for certainty and the fascination 
for world-shaking quests which afflict the totalitarian intellec- 
tual; but it does, at least, even in the worst of political circum- 
stances, give a man some choice in what role to play, some variety 
of corporate experience and some ability to call his soul his own. 
The most we can believe with certainty about politics is that it is 
unavoidable — unless a régime goes to great lengths of coercion; 
and that it is also limited — unless a régime thinks in great terms of 

ideology; and that within a political community agreement about 
‘fundamentals’ is never likely except by force or fraud; the only 
basic agreement in a political régime is to use political means. 
Politics is an activity and so cannot be reduced to a system of pre- 
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cise beliefs or to a set of fixed goals. Political thinking is to be con- 
trasted to ideological thinking. Politics cannot furnish us with an 
ideology; an ideology means an end to politics, though ideologies 
may combat each other within a political system — if they are weak 
and the system is strong. ‘Isn’t it high time,’ someone wrote to the 
London Times, ‘that we in the west (a) realized that it takes an 
ideology to cope with an ideology; (6) found and lived our own 
ideology, the ideology of freedom?’ Probably such Buchmanite 
writers think that ideology means no more than a kind of passion- 
ate certainty. Even so, the idea of an ideology of freedom is a con- 
tradiction in terms: when everything is knowable, determined, or 
certain, freedom is impossible. Free actions are always, strictly 
speaking, unnecessary actions. Ideology cannot be taken up and 
set down by politicians as a weapon; it devours its manipulators. 
At least the ideologist knows that political habits are indeed his 
great enemy. He may make use of politics for a while, but then 
only to destroy it. The inscription on the base of a statue of Presi- 
dent Nkrumah in Accra, ‘Seek ye first the political kingdom and 
all other things shall be added unto it’, is in fact a threat to, anda 
perversion of, true politics. 

Politics is not, then, a grasping for the ideal; but neither is it a 
freezing of tradition. It is an activity —lively, adaptive, flexible, and 
conciliatory. Politics is the way in which free societies are governed. 
Politics is politics and other forms of rule are something else. 


‘Chapter 3 


A DEFENCE OF POLITICS AGAINST 
DEMOCRACY 


THERE are those who would tell us that democracy is the true form 
of politics. Some would even say that it is politics, or that it is 
clearly and always a form of government, value, or activity super- 
ior to mere politics. But politics needs to be defended even against 
democracy, certainly in the sense that any clear and practical idea 
needs defending against something vague and imprecise. We will 
argue that while democracy as a social movement must exist in 
nearly all modern forms of political rule, yet, if taken alone and 
as a matter of principle, it is the destruction of politics. 

Democracy is perhaps the most promiscuous word in the world 
of public affairs. She is everybody’s mistress and yet somehow 
retains her magic even when a lover sees that her favours are being, 
in his light, illicitly shared by many another. Indeed, even amid our 
pain at being denied her exclusive fidelity, we are proud of her 
adaptability to all sorts of circumstances, to all sorts of company. 
How often has one heard: ‘Well, at least the Communists claim to 
be democratic’? But the real trouble is, of course, that they do not 
pretend to be democratic. They are democratic. They are demo- 
cratic in the sound historical sense of a majority actively willing 
to be ruled in some other way. 

So while democracy has most often been used to mean simply 
‘majority rule’ (which in a sizeable state can only mean majority 
consent), all kinds of special meanings have arisen (many to refute 
rather than to refine this common view). Perhaps its primary 
meaning to most people at the moment is no more than ‘all things 
bright and beautiful’, or some such rather general sentiment. Then 
others hold that, surprisingly enough, democracy ‘really means’ 
liberty, even liberalism, or even individualism, even to defend the 
(democratic) individual against the (democratic) majority — this is 
certainly an amiable view. The late Ernest Bevin once told a Trade 
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Union Conference that it was not democratic for a minority to 
continue to question the decisions of a majority — and he received 
the equally sincere and astonishing reply that democracy meant 
that he — an offending Brother — could say what he liked, when he 
liked, how he liked, against whom he liked, even against a majority 
of the T.G.W.U. The word can be used, as Tocqueville used it, 
as asynonym for equality, or, as Herbert Spencer used it, to mean 
a highly mobile free-enterprise society with great (Darwinian) 
differences in station and wealth. Or it may be seen as a political 
system which places constitutional limitations even upon a freely 
elected (democratic) government (the most sought-after use, but 
the most historically implausible and rhetorical); or, on the con- 
trary, as the ‘will of the people’, or the ‘General Will’, triumphing 
over these ‘artificial’ restraints of constitutional institutions. To 
many democracy means little more than ‘one man, one vote’ — to 
which others would hopefully add: ‘plus real choices’. And in 
broad terms embracing all of these usages, democracy can be seen 
as a particular recipe of institutions, or as a ‘way of life’, some 
style of politics or rule, as when it is said that the ‘spirit of demo- 
cracy’ is more important than any institutional arrangements, or 
that a democracy is where people behave democratically in their 
speech, dress, amusements, etc. 

There was a time when ‘the meaning’ of democracy was thought 
more certain, but was also thought by many, even in the most 
politically advanced country of the time, to be simply and only an 
affair of small units of rule. ‘It is ascertained by history,’ George 
Mason told the Virginia Convention of 1788 which met to ratify 
the proposed Federal Constitution, ‘that there never was a govern- 
ment over a very extensive country without destroying the liberties 
of the people. History also, supported by the opinions of the best 
writers, shows us that monarchy may suit a large territory, and 
despotic governments over so extensive a country, but that popu- 
lar governments can only exist in small territories.’ Only in small 
territories could the people themselves see what was going on, and 
take part in what was going on. The democrats of the day, for this 
reason, argued vigorously that power should reside in the separate 
States of the Union. Some of the national government men 
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launched an equally fierce polemic against popular government, 
against democratic tendencies, on precisely this same logic. There 
was a danger that the alternatives would be seen as either a strong 
oligarchical national union or a mere alliance of popular govern- 
ments. But the solution had already been seen. Few indeed really 
argued for a democratic government: the question was how strong 
should the democratic element be? Mason himself was reported 
saying at Philadelphia: ‘he admitted that we had been too demo- 
cratic, but was afraid that we should incautiously run into the 
opposite extreme.’ The solution, an invention or recognition fun- 
damental to modern politics, had already been stated by James 
Wilson of Pennsylvania: ‘He was for raising the Federal pyramid 
to a considerable altitude, and for that reason wished to give it as 
broad a basis as possible.’ Thus to achieve strong government at 
all, it must rest on ‘the confidence of the people’. This was true, 
even in this pre-industrial society, because there was already ‘a 
people’, at leastalargenumber, who had already exercised for many 
years, in their provincial and local assemblies, the habits, rights, 
and duties of political citizenship. They could not be ignored: the 
administration of any possible form of government depended 
upon them. But neither could conscript soldiers be ignored if 
the problem was, as Napoleon made it, to put a nation in arms 
against a system of dynastic professional armies. And nor could the 
skilled industrial workers be ignored if the survival and welfare of a 
country depended uponrapid industrialization —whether inthe case 
of Victorian England or Stalinist Russia. In this context, too, is to 
be seen Michels’ famous dictum explaining the unique strength of 
the modern political party: ‘that every party organization repre- 
sents an oligarchical power grounded upon a democratic base.’ 
The difficulty is that this discovery or invention is completely 
general. When it occurs in the context of a society which already 
enjoys free institutions, such as Colonial America, the result is an 
extension of political liberties; when it occurs in Revolutionary 
France or Russia, the result is very different: it can then actually 
strengthen centralization and autocracy. The need for democracy 
as an instrument of government then creates the need to manu- 
facture popularity, to sustain mass enthusiasm, to mechanize 
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consent, to destroy all opposition. The people are ground down in 
fear by constant news (half-real or wholly invented) of conspiracies 
against the nation and the party, and then are raised up in hope by 
grandiose promises of vast future (always future) benefits. Demo- 
cracy, then, not merely stabilizes free régimes, it makes stronger 
unfree régimes, and it has made possible totalitarianism. For the 
first time every stratum of society is important to the ruler and is 
open to exploitation, whether moral or economic. Let no one 
think that I am lumping together for all purposes people as differ- 
ent as Hitler, de Gaulle, Baldwin, and Kennedy to say that they 
are all figures, for good or evil, who could only have arisen in 
states with a democratic franchise. But let us not be too sceptical. 
No propaganda can manufacture opinion which does not corres- 
pond to some real need. The experience and fear of poverty and 
war everywhere make men willing to sacrifice some liberty (par- 
ticularly if they have never known it on any regular basis) to parties 
and governments which promise them relief (sometime) from these 
two grimmest burdens of mankind. Even let us grant that some, 
much, or most mass support for a totalitarian régime is a ‘ genuine’ 
and free surrender of freedom (as for so many in the German elec- 
tions of March 1933), if only in the sense that people are led to 
believe that ‘true freedom’ is sacrifice for the cause; yet the point 
still remains that Wilson of Pennsylvania was right: the higher the 
pyramid of power is pushed, the broader must be the base. But he 
was right in a sense that embraces all important forms of modern 
rule: democracy is not necessarily related to political popular 
government based upon free citizenship. And even where demo- 
cracy, in this sense, does coexist with free politics, as in modern 
America, with an intimacy almost inextricable, yet there is tension 
as well as harmony; the parties in this marriage are involved in 
famous quarrels — democracy is jealous of liberty and liberty, at 
times, fears democracy. Nowhere else in the world, both to the 
horror and honour of Americans, is the large question of the 
‘tyranny of public opinion’ so debated. ‘If ever the free institutions 
of America are destroyed,’ Tocqueville wrote, ‘that event may be 
attributed to the omnipotence of the majority.’ 

Majoritarian democracy appears in its most unsatisfactory and 
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unpolitical form in the famous doctrine of the ‘Sovereignty of the 
People’ (which people?). The Declarations of the Rights of Man of 
26 August 1789 stated: ‘The source of all sovereignty is essentially 
in the nation; no body, no individual can exercise authority that 
does not proceed from it in plain terms.’ It should be the test of 
whether a man values liberty effectively, of whether he is in earnest 
about free politics, to see if he is willing to recognize the meaning- 
lessness of this rhetorical phrase, this sadly empty doctrine. A 
constitution may claim to be based on the ‘sovereignty of the 
people’, but this has never helped anyone, rulers, judges, or poli- 
ticians to decide what disputed words may mean or which policies 
to adopt. ‘The people’ may be consulted by a referendum, as in 
France, when the constitutional framework is changed: but their 
role is limited to ‘yes’ or ‘no’ on a complicated and predigested 
document. And the complicated decisions of actual governments, 
even the management of large political parties, can never be under- 
taken by a body as large as, or a concept as vague as, ‘the people’. 
‘Sovereignty of the people’ can mean little more than an affirma- 
tion that government should be in the interests of everyone and 
that it should be representative. But the representative assembly 
itself will almost invariably represent particular constituencies or 
particular interests or parties. In other words, it will represent an 
actual political situation, not a theoretical ‘sovereign’ situation in 
which all power is supposed to stem from an undivided and indi- 
visible ‘people’. Such an affirmation should be made — though it 
might be better made in a form that seems to exclude the repre- 
sentation of the people by a single party: ‘the right (need ?) of the 
people to choose the government they want’, or some such. But 
no such affirmation solves any practical difficulty of government — 
whether of political governments, totalitarian governments, or 
forms more ancient. Indeed, the doctrine, if taken too seriously, is 
an actual step towards totalitarianism. For, quite simply, it allows 
no refuge and no contradiction, no private apathy even. ‘A patriot,’ 
said Robespierre, ‘supports the Republic en masse, he who fights 
about details is a traitor. Everything which is not respect for the 
people and you — the Convention — is a crime.’ This is but another 
form of the cruel chimera, already observed, of supplanting 
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political prudence and moderation by the reign of ‘society as a 
whole’, the subsuming of the political by the ideological. The 
violence and the terror needed to produce unanimity are no more 
rendered humane by the plea of democracy than they are by the 
pleas of racial purity or economic equality. ‘The terror,’ continued 
Robespierre, ‘is nothing but justice, swift, stern, and unrelenting, 
it is thus an emanation of virtue; it is less a particular principle than 
a consequence of the general principle of democracy applied to 
the pressing needs of the country.’ 

Even ‘fraternity’ can be as deceitful as ‘virtue’ as a purifying 
principle for mere democracy. As the apostate Nazi Rauschning 
argued in his Revolution of Nihilism, people at first did not march 
in the endless parades and torch-light processions because they 
were full of fraternity; they marched because marching gave them 
the feeling of fraternity. Or as the American longshoreman Eric 
Hoffer has said: ‘Collective unity is not the result of the brotherly 
love of the faithful for each other. The loyalty of the true believer 
is to the whole — the church, the party, the nation, not to his fellow 
true believer. True loyalty between individuals is possible only in 
a loose and relatively free society.” 

Here it is as well to digress and say that not merely the concept 
of ‘sovereignty of the people’ is un- or even anti-political, but also 
the whole doctrine of sovereignty. The concept can, of course, 
mean many things. I am considering the claim of Thomas Hobbes 
and the English positivist lawyers, that there must be absolute 
power of final decision in every organized society in some clearly 
recognized and effective institution. This doctrine of sovereignty 
can, indeed, historically and theoretically be given a meaning only 
as a contradiction to normal political conditions — even if, at times, 
a necessary contradiction. Sovereignty is the realm of emergency, 
the potentiality of defence to maintain order at all in face of clear 
and present danger, the justification of emergency powers by which 
all régimes, including political régimes, including democratic 
régimes in any possible sense, must find a capacity for decisive, 
centralized, and unquestioned (and hence non-political) action — 

1. The True Believer: Thoughts on the Nature of Mass Movements (New 
York 1951) — a remarkable and neglected book. 
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if a state is, in desperate times, to survive at all. Politics, as Voltaire 
said of liberty, has no relevance to a city in a state of siege. The 
practical difficulties of deciding when a state of emergency exists 
are always great — but they are practical and procedural difficulties: 
they do not destroy the real distinction between the time of politics 
and the time of sovereignty. If sovereignty is the father of politics, 
then once we are grown up enough to look after ourselves, we 
should only fly to him when in very great distress. For there are 
those in free régimes who harp so much on these ‘toughminded’ or 
‘realistic’ themes of power and sovereignty, on every possible 
occasion, often with a sadly transparent masochistic relish, that 
they are guilty of turning the subtle play of political life into a 
crude melodrama. Man cannot live by fear alone — or he will fear 
to live. But equally guilty are those wishful tender souls who would 
repress any and all mention of sovereign power, except to deny its 
existence; this is neither political courage nor principle, but a 
prudishness which bowdlerizes a plain human tale. Accident as 
well as design, as Machiavelli reminds us, can create conditions of 
emergency. Yet it is only in totalitarian régimes that a continuous 
state of emergency is maintained, a sense of permanent revolution, 
a belief that there is a continual desperate struggle against traitors 
within and aggressors without, which is often maintained quite 
artificially, though seemingly as a device of government essential 
to such régimes. 

The democratic doctrine of the sovereignty of the people 
threatens, then, the essential perception that all known advanced 
societies are inherently pluralistic and diverse, which is the seed 
and the root of politics. Few have understood more clearly than 
Alexis de Tocqueville the importance of group loyalties inter- 
mediate between ‘society’ and the State. He was the first to see 
clearly why ‘the species of oppression by which democratic nations 
are menaced is unlike anything that ever before existed in the 
world... Iseek in vain for an expression that will accurately con- 
vey the whole of the idea I have formed of it; the old words despot- 
ism and tyranny are inappropriate: the thing itself ismew.. .”"! Thus 


1. Phillips Bradley’s edition of the Democracy in America (New York 
1948), Vol. II, p. 318. 
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he wrote even in his Democracy in America in which he sought to 
show that there were diversifying institutions in American society 
which could mitigate the danger of a ‘tyranny of the majority’. In 
his L’ Ancien Régime et la Revolution he christens this new thing 
‘Democratic Despotism’ and characterizes it thus: ‘ No gradations 
in society, no distinctions of classes, no fixed ranks —a people com- 
posed of individuals nearly alike and entirely equal — this confused 
mass being recognized as the only legitimate sovereign, but care- 
fully deprived of all the faculties which could enable it either to 
direct or even to superintend its own government. Above this mass, 
a single officer, charged to do everything in its name without con- 
sulting it. To control this officer, public opinion, deprived of its 
organs; to arrest him, revolutions, but no laws. In principle a 
subordinate agent; in fact, a master.”! 

That the word ‘democratic’ can now be used to describe what 
earlier writers would have termed ‘mixed-government’ (which is 
a clearer interpretive translation of Aristotle’s politeia than simply 
‘polity ’), is a dangerous loss to political understanding. The older 
tradition of political theory in using the term ‘democracy’ had 
exemplified Aristotle’s tri-partite usage: democracy as, intellectu- 
ally, the doctrine of those who believe that because men are equal 
in some things, they should be equal in all; constitutionally, the 
rule of the majority; sociologically, the rule of the poor. Demo- 
cracy he saw as a necessary element in polity or mixed-government, 
but alone it was destructive of the political community, attempting 
the impossible feat of the direct rule of all — which in fact meant the 
unrestrained power of those who were trusted by most. Demo- 
cracies were particularly prone to fall by ‘the insolence of dema- 
gogues’ into tyrannies. Modern experience seems to bear out 
Aristotle’s precise description of democracy rather than that of 
those who would have it stand for ‘all things bright and beautiful’. 

The Western World, for all its good fortune in having a political 
tradition, has had the disadvantage that what should have been 
the great modern consolidation of politics — the spread of the idea 
of liberty from an aristocracy to the common people — took place 

1. Society in France Before the Revolution of 1789, translated by Henry 
Reeve (London 1888), p. 140. 
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in an age when relics of Feudalism associated all intermediate 
political and social groups between the individual and the State 
with privilege unredeemed by function. The aim of the friends of 
liberty became too often merely to sweep away such institutions so 
as to leave revealed the undoubted majestic and spontaneous har- 
mony of a sovereign people and a sovereign State. There is no 
incident more significant for genuine political thought than when 
John Stuart Mill confesses in his Autobiography that reviewing 
Tocqueville led ‘my political ideal from pure democracy’ into 
considering ‘the necessary protection against its degenerating into 
the only despotism of which, in the modern world, there is real 
danger — the absolute rule of the head of the executive over a con- 
gregation of isolated individuals, all equals but all slaves’. Indeed 
much of Mill’s great essay On Liberty would be more convincing, 
if less dramatic, if recast on narrower grounds as simply a defence 
of politics itself. Liberty, in Mill’s sense, is a political achievement 
- it is, both logically and historically, a product of politics, not a 
prerequisite. Democracy, in modern conditions, is a necessity of 
strong government. Government must be prior to politics, but 
democracy may or may not be political. There is both totalitarian 
democracy and political democracy. 

Now if ever there was a natural unanimity of opinion in any 
society on all great issues, politics would, indeed, be unnecessary. 
But in societies which claim to be pure democracies, and full of 
such pure democrats that no one wishes to speak against the 
government — for all agree with its policies, it is more likely that 
politics has been forbidden in order to try to reach such a unanimity 
rather than that it has withered away because there is unanimity 
already. The eighteenth-century democrats commonly called a 
man a ‘pure and incorruptible democrat’ (as, for instance, John 
Wilkes was toasted in many a tavern) if he was thought (incredibly 
enough) to have no particular interests, only the general interest at 
heart. Particular interests were always a corruption of the pure 
cémmon interest or the general will. But it is notorious what Rous- 
seau thought should be done to the earnest seeker who, look into 
his heart as he will, purify himself and strip himself of particular 
prejudices and loves as he must, still does not agree with the gen- 
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eral will: he must be ‘forced to be free’. There are, of course, many 
things a man may be as a consequence of force — he may be less 
dangerous, he may be made safe despite himself, less hungry des- 
pite himself, perhaps even, in some sense, be made ‘better’, cer- 
tainly be made ready and available for a moral re-education; but 
whatever he is, it is nonsense to say that he is free. It is better to 
admit that for democratic (or any other governmental) purposes 
those in power may on occasion have to take away people’s free- 
dom — far better than to claim that this taking away is freedom. 
Otherwise, we lose the power to understand what is right even when 
we cannot act. And if we lose that, then the defeat is perpetual. 

The identification of democracy and freedom can, of course, be 
attempted in the other direction. Just as liberty can get buried by 
democracy, democracy can get buried in liberty. Democracy, 
some will tell us, means a liberal constitutional régime in which 
the rights of the individual are preserved even against a majority. 
But calling such a régime democratic, even though it will almost 
certainly have a strong democratic element in it, is not a help to 
understanding anything — except how great is the prestige of the 
word. For it to make historical or sociological sense, to describe 
an actual state of affairs, it would have to be argued that liberty 
can exist only in a democracy. 

But, as Burke reminded us, liberty in politics can mean only 
‘liberties’. An ounce of law is worth a ton of rhetoric if a court will 
recognize certain liberties and order their preservation against the 
State itself. And certainly all sorts of liberties, highly important to 
politics, can become established, preserved, and protected in 
societies which are by no stretch of the imagination ‘democratic’. 
By the 1770s in England certain liberties already existed which 
would seem fundamental to stable political régimes: the subject 
was free from arbitrary arrest; he was tried by jury, not by royal 
judge alone, and juries frequently flew in the face of the law in their 
dislike of political prosecutions; he was free to criticize the govern- 
ment from a platform or in print; he could report Parliamentary 
debates, and he could travel without passports or special permis- 
sion — yet the franchise was corrupt, inequitable, and inadequate. 
The franchise needed to be made more democratic before the 
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government could adequately represent the changing real interests 
and real power of the governed; but there is absolutely no doubt 
— here indeed is a platitude which needs to be taken seriously — that 
liberty preceded democracy and lived a life of its own. It is sadly 
obvious that there was more liberty in the England of the 1760s than 
in the People’s Democracies of the 1960s — though there may have 
been, at times, more hunger. But the point is simply that not being 
hungry is not liberty: it is a different value. Other values may be 
deemed superior. There even may be, amid all the turbulence, in- 
justice, and insult, more liberty of the subject in the closing stages 
of a Colonial régime than amid the intolerant enthusiasm for unity 
of a new national government. Most people will have little doubt 
which is to be preferred, and even sceptics will have little doubt 
which alone is possible. G. K. Chesterton once said of the milder 
fanaticisms of temperance reformers: ‘Better England free than 
England sober’. And anyone who doubts that ‘self-government is 
better than good government’ is indeed a reactionary Canute 
scolding the tides of history. But unless the intellectual distinction 
is drawn between personal liberty and national self-determination, 
whatever the necessities of the moment, new states may never 
return to or achieve a political tradition — and the alternative is 
ever greater violence and propaganda to maintain the artificial 
unanimity once the common enemy has gone. Such states may, 
then, justly be called democratic, but it is, at the least, confusing to 
call them free. But, equally, if we call all free states democratic, we 
may obscure the need for them to become more democratic if they 
are to survive in changing circumstances. 

Take the case of Great Britain. ‘Democracy’, to the generation 
before 1914, had a much more precise meaning than now. People 
took it to mean, amid the overtones of simple majority rule, such 
things as: an increased working-class representation in Parliament; 
an increase in the power of Trade Unions; more investiga- 
tion of and more publicity about all aspects of public administra- 
tion; increased educational opportunity; a decrease in the power 
of the House of Lords and of the landed interest. And it was begin- 
ning to show overtones of a non-doctrinaire kind of socialism, as 
the rising Labour Party seemed to exemplify democratic institu- 
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tions and to espouse democratic habits and causes, just at the 
moment when the Liberals became more and more split between 
their radicalism and their whiggery. But the word, increasingly 
respectable though it was, was never used to characterize English 
life in general or English politics in particular. There were friends 
and foes of democracy, but no one in their right mind in 1913 would 
have called Britain, as it was, a democracy. It simply was not. It 
was a free society, it had a system of representative government in 
which some popular reforms were proving increasingly possible, 
but it was not democratic. Only with the First World War did it 
learn that it was fighting — being conscripted, indeed — to preserve 
democracy. The rhetoric of Lloyd George, the genial cynicism of 
Churchill and Beaverbrook, and the idealism of Woodrow Wilson, 
all contrived to rob the term of any precise meaning whatever. The 
word was established for the sovereign purposes of war at the cost 
of stripping it of any real political meaning. Sacrifices could be 
demanded in the name of democracy which could not be expected 
for mere patriotism for the social order as it was. Tories who 
should have known better, and radicals who did know better but 
who were hoping for better, conspired to make Britain (verbally) 
democratic. And it has remained (verbally) democratic ever since." 

Or take the case of the United States. Here indeed must be an 
uncontested example ofa political system which can be clearly, and 
by popular usage must be, characterized as democratic. But even 
here it is necessary to remind oneself that the word came to be 
applied very late to the system as a whole, rather than to those parts 
of it which were uniquely and from the beginning democratic — the 
franchise (with the great Negro exception) and what was, certainly 
by comparison with any other country, the broad equality of social 
conditions. Not until this century have all Americans, except 
political eccentrics, called American government unequivocally a 
democracy. The old Aristotelian distinction, well understood by 


1. Yet there was always some mordant scepticism. Even in the Second 
World War, British soldiers sang a song which ended: 
And as the kicks get harder 
The poor private, you can see, 
Gets kicked to bloody hell 
To save de-moc-ra-cy. 
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the Founding Fathers, between democracy as a force on its own 
and democracy as one element in mixed-government, long sur- 
vived the attacks of democratic rhetoric. And the situation was 
complicated by Party names which had little to do with the case at 
hand. The Democratic Party was, after all, throughout most of 
the nineteenth century the anti-national party. The words ‘Re- 
public’ and ‘Republican’ were more often used in those times 
(which is why ‘Republican’ was seized to name a new party). The 
word had not yet lost its Roman overtones of simplicity, civic 
virtue, and even small proprietorship as the typical estate of a true 
citizen. The word ‘Republic’, for all its growing vagueness, 
avoided the majoritarian overtones of ‘democracy’. Perhaps only 
when the original democratic social condition of America became 
called into question did the word become adapted to stand for the 
whole instead of some of the vital parts. Andrew Carnegie’s 7ri- 
umphant Democracy of 1886 may well mark this polemical turning 
point. When democratic forces in America were beginning to pro- 
test at some of the effects of capitalism, Carnegie wrote a trium- 
phant hymn of praise to the material success of the Republic which 
systematically identified capitalism and democracy. They were not 
different forces. They were the same thing! Democracy meant 
equality of opportunity, not equality of condition: democracy 
enabled the most able, by a process of natural selection, ‘the sur- 
vival of the fittest’ and all that, to rise to the top direction of 
material affairs. And, to Carnegie, it was part of the genius of 
American life that the best talents were drawn into business and 
not, as in England, into the wasteful channels of politics. Such 
men saw politics as ‘mere politics’: the unproductive pastime of an 
aristocratic oligarchy. But, in contrast, James Bryce’s great work 
on American politics, published two years later, took deliberate 
refuge in the almost meaningless title, The American Common- 
wealth. Bryce in the Preface explicitly critized Tocqueville for 
making his Democracy in America the account of an ‘idea’ rather 
than of an actual system of government. But by 1949, when 
Harold Laski tried to surpass both Tocqueville and Bryce, it was 
inevitable that the title would be The American Democracy. 
Whatever the name, however, the dispute continues between 
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those Americans who regard their system as too democratic to 
provide effective government — if not in the domestic field, at least 
in the great jungle of foreign affairs — and those who regard it as not 
democratic enough — popular democracy is still frustrated by the 
checks and balances of the Constitution, the division of powers, 
particularly the Senate, on occasion the Supreme Court. American 
writers can still be found in abundance who are simply naive 
democrats. The business of government to them is simply to find 
out the wishes of the people. ‘Democracy,’ as Justice Holmes said 
sarcastically, ‘is what the crowd wants.’ ‘Populist’ direct demo- 
cracy is one of the great animating myths of American politics for 
both left and right. Nearly half the States of the American Union, 
for instance, have provision in their constitutions for popular 
initiative, referendum, and recall. They forget that the first busi- 
ness of government is to govern — which may at times, even in 
America, call for the deliberate endurance of unpopularity. ‘The 
politician,’ said Churchill at his last Washington Press Confer- 
ence, at a time when President Eisenhower was trying not to make 
up his mind what to do about the late Senator McCarthy, ‘who 
cannot stand unpopularity is not worth his salt.’ They forget that 
issues fit for a plebiscite, or the questions put into public opinion 
polls, are inherently predigested. Such issues and questions are 
frequently artificial in the sense that there may not be a public 
opinion on any question, or that the answers to such questions 
have to be seen in the context of all other questions, some of which 
may be mutually exclusive, all of which have to be weighed against 
each other by someone — so long as we live in a world in which life 
is short and resources are limited. Government alone can establish 
priorities of real social effort and actual policies. Democracy can 
only advise and consent, and then only in an indirect and spas- 
modic manner. Representatives must be politicians: if they all 
simply represent their immediate constituents and did not medi- 
ate, compromise, and occasionally think of the interests of govern- 
ment, they might survive, but it is unlikely that the Republic 
would. 

More and more, however, American writers will argue just these 
things themselves: that ‘government by the people’ is misleading 
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because impossible, or can only be one element in government and 
politics. But too often they then say that therefore ‘democracy’ 
must be made to mean strong and effective government, even a 
responsible two-party system (a very specific piece of business 
indeed), checks and balances, the liberty of the subject even against 
public opinion, etc. The lack of history for this generous usage 
need not worry us too much: meanings change both as levers and 
as mirrors of reality. But it hides the primacy of political values. It 
does lead to false expectations about other systems which also call 
themselves democratic. It may lead people to expect too much — 
and the disillusionment of unreal ideals is an occupational hazard 
of free politics. For instance, Ghana, of which we (good pharisees) 
hoped so much (and new candidates for such comparisons arise 
almost monthly), is seen to be plainly not ‘democratic’. It is 
rapidly becoming what former ages would have called a ‘benevo- 
lent despotism’. Much of the opposition is in prison and so not 
very effective. Former colonial régimes and underdeveloped areas 
claim to be democratic and then we learn that they are not, 
American-wise, democracies at all. We lose heart and we wonder 
whether there is any hope for liberty. But the real worry is not that 
Ghana is not a democracy, which it plainly is not, but that with the 
intolerance of the government to opposition even as criticism, it 
may not even be political. And however popular or democratic the 
régime, if political opposition (however unpopular) is not allowed, 
the State may be free but its inhabitants will remain servile. One 
must hope for politics at all before one can hope for democracy in 
the American liberal sense. Equally, the liberal use of the concept 
democracy can lead people to expect too little. If some democratic 
institutions may seem overdeveloped in America, they can seem 
underdeveloped in Britain. Britain does not need democratic 
reforms because she is supposed to be democratic already. But one 
does not need to be a Jacobin or an American to think that English 
life could endure considerably more democracy of manners and 
methods without endangering political order. Indeed, the British 
constraint and conceit of class might seem, in American eyes, to 
be the very factor limiting national energy and more open to 
remedy by a whiff of democratic spirit than by the present tortuous 
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economic programmes of any of the political parties. And it is 
indeed a platitude to say that if the American executive is too much 
subject to democratic control, yet in Britain there is too little Par- 
liamentary or popular control of the executive. Strong govern- 
ment needs strong opposition if it is to be free and effective 
government. 

So if democracy is best understood as one element in free govern- 
ment, not as a characteristic of the whole system, then it will 
always be possible to argue that more or less democratic institu- 
tions or democratic spirit is needed in any particular circumstance. 
Once again, Aristotle more clearly defined the relationship be- 
tween politics and democracy than the usually over-complicated, 
or purely ideological, writings of modern authors. The best form 
of government was to him political rule—‘ polity’ or mixed-govern- 
ment. Such a government combined the aristocratic principle and 
the democratic; good government is a matter of experience, skill, 
and knowledge — not just opinion, but is subject to the consent of 
the governed. If there is no democratic element, a state will be 
oligarchic or despotic; if democracy alone prevails, the result is 
anarchy — the opportunity of demagogues to become despots. 
Democracy, then, is to be appreciated not as a principle of govern- 
ment on its own, but as a political principle, or an element within 
politics. As an intellectual principle, the belief that because men 
are equal in some things they are equal in all, it can be disastrous 
to the skill and judgement needed to preserve any order at all, let 
alone the special difficulties of a conciliatory political order. 

Perhaps the worst danger from the democratic dogmas in free 
régimes can occur, as in the United States, not in the formal 
political institutions at all, but in the educational system. The idea 
is still deeply rooted in the American Public High School that it is 
‘undemocratic’ (and therefore bad) to teach children of unequal 
ability unequally. This idea is now being challenged, spontaneously 
and fiercely, from many different quarters, not through any reac- 
tionary love of teaching a ‘subject’ rather than a ‘child’, as the 
cant has it, but largely on political grounds of worry that the 
schools are not furnishing people of sufficient talent and abilities 
to serve and maintain the national life. This argument has its own 
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dangers. But at least it is combating a situation where many be- 
lieve (always with complete sincerity) that the schools have the 
task of teaching not merely ‘citizenship’ (which is dubious 
enough), but ‘democracy’ in a very specific form. This isan obvious, 
but now quite unnecessary, hangover from the days of mass- 
immigration. ‘A legitimate aim of education,’ a Professor of 
Political Science writes, ‘is to seek to promote the major values of 
a democratic society and to reduce the number of moral mavericks 
who do not share the democratic preferences.”! Politics will be 
richer in the United States when more people come to insist that it 
is a legitimate aim of education to educate, not indoctrinate. 
Within a free system there is a place both for democracy and 
authority. In the formal political institutions one assumes that 
democracy will normally outweigh but not exclude authority; but 
perhaps in education the converse should be the case. Political 
democracy does not imply intellectual democracy; intellectual 
democracy can make political democracy all but unworkable. 
Democracy, once again, cannot be the whole; it can only be a part 
in whatever activity it touches. 

It comes to this very simply. That no government or authority 
can govern and survive unless it is based on consent — be it only the 
consent of the praetorian guard or the officer corps. But grant the 
social circumstances of modern industrial states, or of states wish- 
ing to industrialize, then the technical skills of manual workers be- 
come necessary for economic survival, to say nothing of progress. 
To govern such societies any government must govern to the 
general welfare. This means that it either has to enforce some single 
idea of what that general welfare is, or it has to find out what people 
think it is — and reconcile the divergent results as well as possible. 
And how does one find out what people think except by giving 
them real choices to discuss and real freedom to criticize and 
choose their government? 

Democracy, then, if we give the word the fairest meaning we 
may want to give it — if we value liberty, free choice, discussion, 
opposition, popular government, all of these things together — 


1. Harold Lasswell, The World Revolution of Our Times (Stanford 1951), 
p. 31. 
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is still but one form of politics, not something to be hoped for at 
every stage of a country’s development or in every circumstance. 
Politics is often settling for less than what we want, because we 
also want to live without violence or perpetual fear of violence 
from other people who want other things. But democracy, in its 
clearest historical and sociological sense, is simply a characteristic 
of modern governments both free and unfree. If industrial societies 
need governments of unparalleled strength, activity, and energy, 
they must be based upon active consent. 

So while democracy can be compatible with politics, indeed 
politics can now scarcely hope to exist without it, yet politics does 
need defending on many occasions against the exclusive claims of 
many concepts of democracy which can lead to either the despot- 
ism of People’s Democracies or the anarchy of the Congo. But 
perhaps it needs most of all that most unpopular of defences: his- 
torical analysis applied against the vagueness of popular rhetoric. 
Democracy is one element in politics; if it seeks to be everything, 
it destroys politics, turning ‘harmony into mere unison’, reducing 
‘a theme to a single beat’. 


Chapter 4 


A DEFENCE OF POLITICS AGAINST 
NATIONALISM 


NATIONALISM is at this time perhaps the most compelling of all 
motives that can lead men to abandon or to scorn politics. Every 
feeling of human generosity is stirred by the struggle of an op- 
pressed people to be free. And nothing can argue people who feel 
themselves to be a nation out of the belief that they are a nation; 
and that if they are to be oppressed, it is better to be oppressed by 
their own people than by foreigners. Even the mildest of us feels 
militant when he reads news of some national uprising, ambush, 
bomb plot, riot, or act of assassination. And it is easier, of course, 
to identify oneself with the smaller scale of nationalist illegality and 
violence than with the extreme contempt for life shown in Hitler’s 
Germany, Stalin’s Russia, and the China of Mao Tse-tung. Now- 
adays it does not even seem enough to challenge domestic tyranny 
in the name of popular liberties; it must always be, it seems, the 
nation struggling against —if actual foreigners are lacking —foreign- 
dominated puppets. Is it cynical or is it humane to say that many of 
us in free régimes who are wary before any brand of patriotism are 
gullible to any line of nationalism? The slogans of nationalism can 
lead to results as good or as bad for the interests of the governed 
as can the slogans of democracy. Nationalism may have become, 
in certain circumstances, a necessary condition for political order, 
but in others it has made a political system almost impossible. 
Nationalism, however, is a much harder claim to limit than 
democracy. For it can speak with any one or more of four clamant 
voices: it can assume all the plausibility of democratic nationalism 
itself and the ‘sovereignty of the people’; it can assume all the 
memories of imperialistic or alien oppression and exploitation, 
which then provide a built-in excuse for every excess of the liber- 
ators; it can assume the terrible plausibility of racialism; and, 
lastly, even the nationalism of long-established states, whose in- 
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habitants may normally enjoy a political tradition, can assume in 
times of crisis a xenophobia which too often outlives the crisis, 
and may effect, at the least, the prudence of one state’s dealings 
with another. Perhaps the most that can be done with the claim of 
nationalism is to dilute it with enough cool scepticism to bring it 
down from the boiling point of totalitarian democracy to the body 
temperatures of political tolerance. 

Nationalism, as a force in public affairs, like democracy, indeed 
like politics itself, is something more specific than is commonly re- 
cognized. A wise contemporary has recently written: ‘ Nationalism 
is a doctrine invented in Europe at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century. It pretends to supply a criterion for the determination 
of the unit of population proper to enjoy a government exclu- 
sively its own, for the legitimate exercise of power in the state, and 
for the right organization of a society of states. Briefly, the doctrine 
holds that humanity is naturally divided into nations, that nations 
are known by certain characteristics which can be ascertained, and 
that the only legitimate type of government is natural self-govern- 
ment.”! Perhaps the French, from the time of the first Revolution- 
ary Armies, may be allowed priority for the invention which 
Kedourie sees as arising in Germany to counter their advance and 
to purify the resisting states. But this is a small reservation to the 
main deadly excellence of such a definition. It is deadly for it 
touches at once the two greatest weaknesses in the claims of 
nationalism: the assumption that there are objective character- 
istics by which nations are known, and the assumption that there 
can be any single criterion of the proper unit of population to 
enjoy its own government. 

It is notorious that no single objective criterion of the national 
unit has ever been found. The difficulty is not merely that different 
nationalisms have pursued different paths — such as common 
descent, language, customs and tradition, religion, or geographical 
proximity — each of which can prove mutually contradictory to all. 


1. Elie Kedourie, Nationalism, Hutchinson University Library (2nd ed., 
London 1961), p. 9. My admiration for the argument of this small master- 
piece is great, though I think that its pessimism is overdrawn and its 
misanthropy strictly obiter dictum. 
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But there is the greater difficulty that in actual states which claim 
to be national units rarely have any one of these principles alone 
proved exclusive. This should be decisive to nationalism as a 
theory of government. It may move us, in directions in fact deter- 
mined by other considerations, but it cannot help us to understand 
the situation we are in. But the nationalist, none the less, is not 
content with mere legal allegiance, nor with a proper pride in the 
country one lives in and the local institutions one knows. The 
nationalist wants to be more than the patriot. To him the patria or 
country to be loved should only be a nation. There can be no 
British nationalism, but only an English, Welsh, Scotch, and 
(Northern) Irish nationalism. There can be no Canadian national- 
ism, but only an English and a French. Attachments to such states 
are not really national; they are, indeed, merely patriotic. To the 
nationalist, both the United Kingdom and Canada are bastard 
States at the best, not famous and legitimate examples of political 
rule. There was a generation of radicals, even some democrats, in 
England and America in the 1760s and 1770s who styled themselves 
‘patriots’. This was in emulation of the Roman Republican sense 
of free citizens who loved their country and the populace that 
went with it. These patriots would have recognized aconsiderable 
degree of accident in what went before to make up a particular 
country. They wrote history as the history of free institutions, not 
of nations. They would judge governments by standards of utility 
rather than by whom they professed to govern. They loftily saw 
themselves as citizens of the world as well as of a particular alle- 
giance, and the republic of learning had no national frontiers. All 
this to the nationalist is shallow and detestable. The French revo- 
lutionaries started by calling themselves patriots in this old 
Republican sense, but they soon became French nationalists, dis- 
covering and creating a force and emotion unknown to the great 
Republic which they thought they followed. 

The true Republican patriots, those who in the eighteenth cen- 
tury were regarded as disciples of the constitutional thought of 
Locke and Montesquieu rather than of the — as it were — ‘group 
psychology’ of Rousseau, believed that any unit of population 
could form a state if governed by just laws. This view may have 
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been at times profoundly unhistorical. But this error is no reason 
for treating all history as national history. There is no reason why 
there should be any single criterion at all of what makes a state. If 
this is seen, then the national criterion is, at the best, only some- 
thing to be treated in each case on the merits of the type of rule it 
provides. 

Nationalism has no special relationship to political justice; but 
neither does it have a particular relationship to injustice. The most 
obvious thing about it is, after all, that it exists. It may furnish no 
objective criterion for statehood — and there are no objective cri- 
teria of what is a nation — but its subjective power is compelling. ‘A 
nation, therefore,’ said Renan, ‘is a great solidarity founded on a 
consciousness of sacrifice made in the past and on willingness to 
make further ones in the future.’ A nationality is formed by the 
decision to form a nation. The consciousness of being a Pole, a 
German, a Hungarian, an Irishman, an American, a Peruvian, an 
Algerian, a Ghanaian, or a Malian, isnotsomething that somebody 
can be argued out of — only, perhaps, argued into not carrying it 
too far by trying to invent objective criteria to coerce the 
unilluminated. 

Modern nationalism clearly fulfils a need. The need may be met 
in some other way. But it is not enough just to say that the ‘only 
criterion capable of public defence’ is whether the new national 
rulers are ‘less corrupt and grasping, or more just and merciful’ 
than the old, or whether they are just as bad.! They may well be just 
as bad. But they have arisen out of the failure of previous régimes. 
This should never be forgotten. They can at least enforce public 
order — which often the previous régime could not. Some writers 
on nationalism need to be reminded, as Tocqueville said of demo- 
cracy to the French conservatives of the 1830s, that it has come to 
stay, and that the problem is not how best and most elegantly to 
deplore it, but how to work with it so that it can be politicized.? 


1. Kedourie, Nationalism, p. 140. 

2. ‘The nations of our time cannot prevent the conditions of men from 
becoming equal, but it depends upon themselves whether the principle of 
equality is to lead to servitude or freedom, to knowledge or barbarism, to 
prosperity or wretchedness.’ Tocqueville, Democracy in America, ed. Phillips 
Bradley, II, p. 334. 
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There are real grounds on which to try to persuade nationalists 
that they prejudice nationalism by destroying political methods 
and values. But the tide cannot be turned back, and so it is not very 
sensible or political simply ‘to sit down’, like some modern Augus- 
tine, ‘upon the banks of the rivers of Babylon and upon the rivers of 
Babylon weep, either for those who are being carried away bythem, 
or for themselves whose deserts have placed them in Babylon’. 

Modern nationalism is a product of the French Revolution. Its 
function has been to provide some popular substitute for the sense 
of belonging in a known public order which perished with the 
collapse of Feudalism. As the French Revolution built, so did it 
destroy. Masses of people were left floating on the tide, sometimes 
treated more honourably than before, but uprooted and at a loss 
to know where they belonged. Nationalism told people in a given 
area that they were a family. A nation-in-arms had taken on the 
rest of Europe, and even in defeat had proved that citizen armies 
could, firstly, be trusted; and secondly, be called on for exertions 
and sacrifices hardly possible from professionals. Nationalism 
arose from the breakdown of the universalism of the French Revo- 
lution. When democracy had proved itself in terms of power and 
belief, but had failed miserably as a system of government, 
Napoleonic nationalism came on the stage. This in turn was pre- 
pared to encourage or create other nationalisms, as in Italy, when 
the effect would be a weakening of France’s enemies. Nationalism, 
then, at first acted within existing states to give them a degree of 
unity and a strength of purpose hitherto unobtainable — and this 
without the delays and frustrations of politics. 

This nationalism was emulated not merely in war and politics. 
In the eighteenth century French language and culture had been 
the model and the bond of educated men all over Europe. But in 
the early nineteenth century the actual content became disregarded 
abroad; what was envied was the idea of an organic relationship 
between the language, the culture, and the State. It became the 
ambition of many to have a language and culture coinciding with 
or determining a unit of rule. If only two elements in some such 
triad were present, then the third had to be created. So in some 
cases historians invented a ‘true national territory’, as in Ger- 
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many; in others, philologists revived dying languages, as in 
Ireland (and the line between invention and artificial respiration 
was often extremely fine; all over the Balkans philologists had to 
learn to use rifles to convince other educated men of the need 
to speak the same tongues as their backward peasantry). 

European rulers in the eighteenth century had looked something 
like an international society — as had the Church and the educated 
in Medieval Europe. Ruling classes usually had more in common 
with each other than with their subject fellow-countrymen. But by 
the middle of the nineteenth century, Marx could argue that the 
working man had become the true internationalist and that nation- 
alism was part of bourgeois ideology. Seldom was Marx more 
wrong. Nationalism has proved to be an idea of such popularity 
and potency at every level of society that Communists today every- 
where ride its coat-tails rather than prophesy its demise — except 
when they have the overwhelming power, within their own borders, 
to smash it or restrict it to folkdancers and acrobats. 

Nationalism, then, represented a system of authority which 
poured into the vacuum left by both the failure of the French Revo- 
lution and, as it were, the double failure of Autocratic Legitimacy — 
that which preceded the revolution and that which followed it 
until the days of 1832 and 1848. The settlement of 1815 sought to 
return to the systems of power which had prevailed before 1789, 
before democratic and national passions had established them- 
selves on the scene. In making the attempt to ignore both, an 
attempt not simply conservative but literally reactionary, the 
identification of each with the other was assured. Henceforth to 
many freedom came to mean the obtaining of a national govern- 
ment. People who were oppressed felt that the solution was not, as 
the eighteenth-century Whigs thought, to gain a just constitution, 
but to gain a national state. And even people who were not 
oppressed felt stirred to despise their comforts until the affront of 
not being a nation had been taken from them. ‘We sought liberty,’ 
wrote Mazzini, ‘not as an end, but as a means by which to achieve 
a higher and more positive aim. . . We sought to found a nation, to 
create a people.’ 

Much has been written of the excesses to which the principle of 
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national self-determination was carried by the victorious allies at 
Versailles in 1919. The dismemberment of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire is often seen as a regrettable act of folly, reducing Central 
and South Eastern Europe to anarchy and impotence. But it is hard 
to see what alternative there was. Woodrow Wilson did not bring 
nationalism with him —all he brought to Versailles was a belligerent 
optimism, drawn from American and British history, that national 
States were free States (whereas, in fact, America had been a free 
State long before she experienced nationalism). By 1914 the dam- 
age had been done. Nothing that had happened during the war 
could make the spirit of nationalism more tolerant, indeed the con- 
trary — and that was probably the only thing to be hoped for by 
1919. The difficulty with nationalism was that it was not, in fact, a 
completely subjective or fictitious theory. If all the various people 
within a clear-cut unit of territory under a common rule suddenly 
begin to think of themselves as a common nation, as in the United 
States during and after the Civil War, no great harm is done. But 
if criteria of language or religion or race are accepted, then those 
who fit it but who live just over the borders — the great problem of 
the Auslandsdeutschen — must be brought into the fold. 

What if, for instance, there are fellows who pass a nationalist 
examination on race, fail on religion, are passed on geography, but 
fail on wanting to join in? ‘Ireland shall be free from sea to sea,’ 
said the Shan Van Vocht. In 1957 a liberating ‘column’ of fourteen 
young men crosses the border and attacks a Police Station in 
Northern Ireland, with — for them — disastrous ineptitude. A 
pamphlet sold on the streets of Dublin, after a great funeral pro- 
cession for one of them, says: ‘ His tall, spare body, topped by red 
hair and the beard he grew when the fight opened and said he 
would not shave till Ireland was free, is the picture his comrades 
carry of him now. Men from the North, denied the opportunity of 
learning Irish, will remember that every order given by him was in 
the ancient tongue, then translated for their benefit.’ The point of 
this parable, small beer indeed by some standards, is not simply 
that this crazy lad was a martyr to a theory of language, but that he 
was, quite simply, in any human terms, a murderer. 

Why should not a man be proud of his country and think of it as 
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a nation? — ‘a proud man’s a lovely man’, says the poet. But why 
should he think that an island (ofa certain size?) or a plain, a valley, 
some area between some rivers, necessarily makes a national state, 
when inhabitants of a large part of it may govern themselves under 
a different concept of allegiance, any more than that there should 
be a national language (which may not be the colloquial language 
of most or many of even those who feel themselves of the nation) ? 
If nationalism is a matter of will, of consciousness, and not of 
objective rational criteria, then let it be so. If there are different 
national feelings within an area, why should they not count as 
equally important ? If even partition of an area — as of a language 
area — works, then let it work. Injustice only arises if a majority of 
such an area is prevented by its rulers, by force or fraud, from 
organizing politically for unification. But there will be injustice 
equally great if such a majority then attacks and destroys the 
national religion or linguistic institutions of the minority. 
Nationalism, we said, speaks with four strident voices. Demo- 
cratic nationalism, the myth of the sovereignty of the people, can 
be the most intolerant to minorities. It thrives upon the confusion 
of national government with popular government and uses both 
sticks —is possessed by both extremes—to beat a divided peopleinto 
aunity. Only three years ago the Government of Ceylon stirred up 
a civil disobedience campaign among the Tamil minority by 
attempting to repress its language. Ceylon should be one nation. 
On 26 April 1961, in justifying the declaration of a state of emer- 
gency, the Prime Minister said: ‘At times like these we must lay 
aside political and religious differences. This is the hour for every- 
body to unite against the enemies of the nation and of the people.’ 
Here is the worst plausible rhetoric of nationalism. Mrs Bandar- 
anaike is saying that politics is to be thrown away in order to 
achieve a national unity and that those who wish for political com- 
promise are enemies of the people. This category of man was the 
terrible invention of the Jacobins, and still thrives happily: an 
‘enemy of the people’ loses all civic rights, he 1s literally an outlaw 
— cast beyond justice; it is a small step then before he loses all 
human rights. What sort of man is it who can willingly, wilfully, 
be an enemy both of the nation and of the people? The answer may, 
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of course, be simply -— a politician. The Times, on 3 May 1961, 
reported Senator S. Nadesan, a prominent Tamil leader, as saying: 
‘that the true solution to the problem facing Ceylon could not be 
found by a resort to armed force. There had to be a political solu- 
tion to the language problem if Ceylon was to go forward.’ What- 
ever the facts of the case are, it illustrates all too well what is and 
what is not politics — and I think one can admit to more than a 
mere prejudice in favour of political solutions in all such cases. 
The Tamils, like the Jews, are being punished for what they cannot 
be, or for what they are not even allowed to be. 

Alien oppression and exploitation have often created, rather than 
repressed, nationalism. The majority of the new African States 
have no semblance of ‘objective nationality’ by any possible 
criteria — except the unification both of oppression and the acci- 
dental administrative areas of alien rule. The ‘new nationalisms’ 
have seldom been based on any common history prior to European 
domination. Nationalism, learned from Europe every bit as much 
as industrialism, arose to give a positive quality to the negative 
ambition of getting rid of the foreigner. This ambition is wholly 
legitimate and, in some cases, was simply a by-product of demands 
for political representation on some, even broadly, democratic 
lines. A communion of oppression can create a community of 
passionate intensity. The only question now is, the past being past, 
will this intensity tolerate diversity once the alien is gone? Too 
often the habits of discipline, unity, loyalty, violence, which were 
virtues in the liberation movement become the vices of the new 
government. Solidarity (for ever) becomes, indeed, an end in itself. 
The struggle against imperialism has to be continued, long after 
the imperialists have gone, because the enemy alone creates the 
unity by which the governing party can hope to perpetuate itself 
in office. The territory to be governed has to be convinced that it is 
a nation — if it is to be governed to the same degree of central 
authority as the power of the former government allowed. And this 
new power must be right at hand and active every moment; it has 
no overseas reserves to draw on to gain its awe and obedience. 
Where the demand for political representation precedes the abso- 
lute claims of ‘national liberation’, the occupying and unifying 
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power may have been wise enough to create political institutions. 
If this is done in good time, as in Nigeria, free politics may be 
enhanced by the change of government. Where it is done late in 
the day, as in Ghana and Kenya, the issue will be in doubt — the 
habits of those who took to violence when denied political expres- 
sion may prove stronger than political prudence and more en- 
dearing to the masses than the habits of those who ‘compromised 
themselves’ by working what politics there was. But if political 
institutions are not created at all, as in the Congo, then the result 
will be anarchy. The withdrawal of the occupying power may reveal 
a religious, ethnic, tribal, and regional disunity which can be 
brought into order only by an existing political machinery, or, 
failing that, by a central nationalist ideology — preached with the 
help of a national army. There may well be, then, circumstances in 
which politics is not immediately possible; but there are no Cir- 
cumstances in which a community is so much of one mind, if it is 
free to speak its mind, that politics is not desirable. 

Racialism is not necessarily connected with nationalism. They 
are, indeed, formally opposed. Racialism is a myth of the body 
whose mode of expression is pseudo-scientific, nationalism is a 
myth of the mind whose mode of expression is cultural and his- 
torical. It can act to divide a nation, as in the United States, where 
the Negro is so incorrigibly ‘American’ in all his habits and 
aspirations; or in Germany where the Jewish community had 
been good, even zealous, nationalists in war and peace from the 
middle of the nineteenth century until the Nazis made it impos- 
sible. Race-thinking and class-thinking are the two great alterna- 
tive ideologies which claim to possess the key to history and a 
scheme for remedying all the defects of the human condition. 
Racialism, like Marxism, is really a fellow-traveller or parasite of 
nationalism, not at all a prerequisite for it. Racial theories will 
appear useful to certain types of nationalist; he will make use of 
them, all too easily; he may not even see the distinction. He may 
raise such devils from the deep, and than be unable to get rid of 
them. Racialism is the characteristic perversion of nationalism. 
The true nationalist must believe, on the contrary, in the equality 
of nations. Mazzini preached the right of every people to form a 
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nation state and the duty of no nation to oppress another. Thus 
nationalism is not, strictly speaking, an ideology. All history is 
national history, but every national history is unique; there is no 
one final true type of national life; there is, at the worst, a pluralism 
of national bigotries. But it inclines towards ideological thought by 
undervaluing and undermining political activity, in that it abol- 
ishes the distinction between private and public: every act should 
be a national act; there is a national way of doing everything and 
everything should be done in a national way. Racialism can furnish 
a nation with a full ideology to make it not just one among equals, 
or even primus inter pares, but top dog, champion thoroughbred 
among mongrels, Racialism can give a nation a unique role to fill 
in world history, a pseudo-scientific claim for predominance 
among other races and nations. And it can be used to build up 
alliances among nations, as Anglo-Saxon racialism appeared in 
Anglo-American and also German historical writing in the late 
nineteenth century; as Arab nationalism today preaches blood, 
stock, and descent (as being less noticeably false than other appeals 
for unity); and as a Black racialism threatens to arise in parts of 
Africa in opposition to White racialism. If a nation wishes to over- 
step what it will think of as its natural territorial limits, or wishes to 
deny that a large number of its subject inhabitants can ever attain 
national status and citizenship, it needs a justification which 
transcends the theoretical category of nationalism. The equal right 
of all nations to be an independent state leaves little room for terri- 
torial expansion. So racialism, then, becomes a theory by which 
one nation can oppress other nations. Before the time of national- 
ism, Empire or Jmperium, the rule of different peoples in one unit 
of government, could be justified either on religious grounds — the 
Emperor with sacred duties; or simply on grounds of utility — that 
the Empire enforced an equitable law and order. But after nation- 
alism had destroyed both these sanctions, only racialism could 
demonstrate a natural superiority of one people over another. 
Imperialism was the nationalistic form of Empire-building. And 
it might be a happier world, but it is not, if the economic motives 
for imperialism could ever have been clearly separated from the 
racial justifications. 
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The nationalism of long-established states is free from some of 
the dangers of the new nationalisms. Great Britain, the United 
States, Holland, Switzerland, Sweden, all were territorial units 
with a firm legal and patriotic basis before the rise of nationalism, 
indeed before racialism and before industrialism, which form the 
peculiarly difficult climate for the new states. Being states already, 
nationalism was not needed to create unity — indeed, when it did 
come, domestically it was scarcely distinguishable from patriotism. 
British imperialism only once seriously endangered the established 
domestic political institutions in the way that German imperialism 
strangled and frustrated the growth of German liberalism. 
Nationalism in Great Britain was only a summary of an existing 
experience, it was not a revolutionary force. The nation was 
defined by the unit of rule, since it included Welsh, Scots, and some 
Irish; the state was not defined by a nation. Ireland, of course, was 
the great and terrible exception. It was, in fact, a conquered terri- 
tory held down by force, in which political methods had first been 
abandoned, with the abolition of the Irish Parliament in 1800, and 
then made derisory by the exclusion of Catholics from public life. 
Ireland, in many ways, was the laboratory of modern nationalism: 
the inheritor of the old nationalist theories of pre-1848 ; the antici- 
pator of the new nationalist practices of the era of the ending of 
colonies. Simply, it fell between the case of a conquered — and thus 
unified — colony, and the case of the suppressed national minority 
in the territory of another nation state. The one great threat to 
politics in Britain arose on the Irish question when, in 1913 and 
1914, the Conservative Opposition not merely connived at sedition 
in Ireland, but helped suborn the army from its duty in the Curragh 
Mutiny when officers announced that they would refuse to enforce 
‘Home Rule’ on Protestant Ulster. Britain at that moment was 
close to civil war, when the nationalism of Catholic Ireland was 
suddenly met by an equally intransigent, if temporary, English 
Conservative nationalism (a nationalism, at that moment, literally 
and clearly, unpatriotic). 

American nationalism is, again, a late growth, far later than 
that great political skill which brought the thirteen revolting colon- 
ies from a mere Congress into a Federal Union. Right from the 
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beginning of independence, the unity did not depend on a sense of 
a unique common language, religion, or stock. All were too plainly 
derivative, anarchic, or mixed. The national identification was with 
the Constitution itself and the political principles of the Declara- 
tion of Independence; it was overwhelmingly a political agreement 
to be governed by an agreed set of political institutions. Politics 
itself was the foundation of American national unity. Cultural 
nationalism arose only in the memory of men still living. For a 
long time in the life of the Republic even a national history was 
lacking. Nationalism arose only when this political agreement 
broke down over the question of slavery. Even then, it was a 
nationalism of the Union, which is not precisely ‘the State’. 
(Throughout the nineteenth century travellers had commented on 
the truculence of Yankee patriotism, but also on their ‘lack’ of a 
‘sense of the State’.) The Union was preserved, it was proved that 
a free state could protect itself; and this nationalism, which arose 
to justify the use of sovereign power in a highly pluralistic country, 
was actually combating racialism. If the Southern revolt had 
succeeded, students of racialism might be reading the discordant 
out-pourings of ante-bellum Southern College Professors, rather 
than the orchestrated lunacies of Gobineau or Houston Stewart 
Chamberlain. 

In Canada the case is even clearer that nationalism is not a 
necessary prerequisite for national unity. The motives for unifica- 
tion in 1867 were military and economic. There was a real fear of 
American expansionism and there was real need to expand trade 
between the colonies by the joint construction of a trans-conti- 
nental railway, if the separate colonies were not to become entirely 
dependent on their great neighbour. The success of unification was 
the result of already existing political institutions and habits in the 
separate Colonies and Provinces. It could even contain, with some 
rough -— but never revolutionary — passages, one of the toughest and 
most exclusive nationalisms in the world, that of French Canada 
in Quebec. But French Canada had some very great politicians. 
Sir Wilfrid Laurier spoke simple political truth to his fellow 
Canadiens as in 1877: ‘ You wish to organize all Catholics into one 
party, without other bond, without other basis, than a common 
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religion; but have you not reflected that by that very fact you will 
organize the Protestant population as a single party, and that then, 
instead of the peace and harmony now prevailing between the 
different elements of the Canadian population, you will throw 
open the doors to war, a religious war, the most terrible of all 
wars?’ Those, today, who talk about the need for a Canadian 
nationalism either mean simply patriotism, the love of a country 
(which in fact includes two major nations), or are engaged in an 
unnecessary and ridiculous task — ridiculous because it is simply a 
form of emulation, an unnecessary defensiveness of ‘mere politics’ 
before the dangerous prestige of nationalism elsewhere, the judg- 
ing of actual circumstances in terms of a theory of alien conditions. 

Only in times of crisis need the old national states, who have 
grown by politics, abandon politics. This may be no more than the 
basic need of a state to preserve itself at all in face of clear and 
present danger. But when this is done in the name of nationalism, 
there is a danger that such emotions will outlive the crisis. Hatred 
of foreigners can exist without nationalism, but with nationalism, 
xenophobia becomes a respectable theory which can gravely dis- 
tort normal political prudence. However soberly limited war-aims 
are stated, the character of the struggle may become nationalistic. 
The struggle is then not against certain acts or policies of the 
enemy, but against the people itself. The outcome is that the Peace 
Settlement becomes no such thing; it becomes an instrument of 
national vengeance rather than of political pacification. The 
Versailles Treaty failed to pacify Europe less because, as some 
argue, it created too many national states too weak to stand alone, 
than because French and British nationalism punished the Ger- 
mans by economic reparations so great that they guaranteed 
political instability in Germany. A politics of vengeance is not 
politics. Revenge is a recklessness towards the future in a vain 
attempt to make the present abolish a suffering which is already 
past. Nationalism made the Allies act against their own national 
self-interest. By treating Germany as a guilty people to be pun- 
ished, they ensured that, at the least, all Germans would feel 
bereft of national pride until Versailles was repudiated. The 
nationalist, unlike the totalitarian, is not willing to take over a 
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conquered state completely, smash it, and rebuild it utterly — which, 
as Machiavelli saw, is one solution; but he is too passionately 
involved to be able to draw its teeth and leave it in peace, without 
stepping on its toes, breaking its heart, insulting its very being, 
sowing the dragons’ teeth for the next generation to enjoy. To 
condemn Versailles is not, of course, to condone the motives of 
everyone who sought to repudiate it -— Nazis in Germany and 
appeasers in England. And to argue that nationalism failed in 1919 
to act in its own self-interest is not to deny that Germany had 
pushed war beyond the traditional boundaries of nationalistic 
morality — with the unlimited U-boat campaign and the plans to 
colonize Poland and ‘resettle’ the Poles further east. But he who 
has the power has the responsibility, and- political power is the 
restraint of power. The German army, though not the German 
nation, was defeated; the Allies had both the power and the right 
to dictate a peace; but they had the greater responsibility to make a 
peace that would endure. ‘It is not what a lawyer tells me I may do,’ 
cried Burke, ‘but what humanity, reason, and justice tell me I 
ought to do. Is a political act the worse for being a generous one?’ 
Also, it is hard not to think that the demand for the uncondi- 
tional surrender of Germany in 1944 and 1945 did not cruelly pro- 
long the war, make reconstruction more difficult, and was not a 
product, once again, of a nationalism which had temporarily dis- 
carded normal political sense. Indeed, the demand seemed to 
take on the same desperate logic as that of the totalitarian enemy. 
It was an indulgence in retribution, not an exercise in statecraft, 
based on the doubtful totalitarian slogan that all real Germans were 
Nazis. Despite the rhetoric — which was damaging enough to the 
growing German opposition — had the table not been so unusually 
thick, had Colonel Stauffenberg’s bomb killed Hitler, it is hard to 
believe that America and Britain, at least, would not have allowed 
some political conditions to dilute the unpolitical assumptions of 
‘unconditional surrender’. But there were many, more plausible 
than Lord Vansittart, willing to strengthen our unbelief. For con- 
sider a rumbustious polemic of the time, Quintin Hogg’s The 
Left Was Never Right (1945). He contrasted two passages in 
speeches in the House of Commons in 1944, as if any honest man 
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could see the sober common sense of the latter compared to the 
wild idealism of the former. He first quoted Aneurin Bevan: ‘In- 
stead of regarding the Germans as uniquely different, let us regard 
the mass of them as victims equally with ourselves of the Nazi 
régime and as likely to act roughly in the same way when the war 
is over.” This may have been going a little too far. But then this 
brilliant shallow man quoted with purring approval Sir Anthony 
Eden: ‘The essential factor we have to remember in deciding our 
plans for the future is that in the German character the unquestion- 
able authority of the State is what counts for most... . Unless we 
are seized of that we do not understand the foundation on which 
Nazi doctrine was so easily superimposed. It was acceptable to 
the average German because it expressed in aggressive forms the 
belief which the average German has had for two hundred years 
or more.” There are some tragic over-simplifications which it is 
impossible to paraphrase without seeming to parody. But, of 
course, this was an example, fortunately not of the total col- 
lapse of a political sense of diversity before wartime nationalism, 
but just of some partial damage done to it. Political habits re- 
asserted themselves because — with victory — the ‘problem of 
Germany’ lost its apparent simplicity and all Germans did not 
seem absolutely alike. 

Thus nationalism may or may not be political. It offers many 
specific dangers, perhaps none insuperable, to free government. 
There was a famous criticism by Lord Acton of John Stuart Mill’s 
views on nationalism. ‘It is in general’, Acton quoted Mill, ‘a 
necessary condition of free institutions that the boundaries of 
governments should coincide in the main with those of nationali- 
ties.” Acton thought this an unworthy ideal and unworkable as a 
general rule. But Mill also wrote that ‘where a sentiment of nation- 
ality exists in any force’ there is a ‘prima facie case’ for creating a 
national government, and — further — that ‘Free institutions are 
next to impossible in a country made up of different nationalities.’ 
Mill is dealing with something more than the old Whig notions of 
nationality or patriotism, but he is recognizing a phenomenon, 
not espousing it; his recognition of the national state is pragmatic 
and circumstantial, not nationalistic and of principle. So Acton’s 
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famous riposte, if it is a riposte, somewhat misses the mark. ‘If we 
take the establishment of liberty .. . to be the end of civil society, 
we must conclude that those states are substantially the most per- 
fect which, like the British and Austrian Empires, include various 
distinct nationalities without oppressing them. ... A State which 
is incompetent to satisfy different races condemns itself; a State 
which labours to neutralize, to absorb, or to expel them, destroys 
its own vitality; a State which does not include them is destitute of 
the chief basis of self-government.’ Critics of Mill rarely quote this 
passage of Acton in full. For the last sentences make clear that 
Acton himself saw the force of nationalism as ‘the chief basis of 
self-government’, only he wished for some kind of Austrian Feder- 
al system or British Imperial system which allowed substantial 
local autonomy. The two cases he cites, while they illustrate his 
ideal, are scarcely typical types of state formation. So the debate 
never was, and never can be, one of nationalism versus political 
freedom. The problem, rather, is of the preservation of politics ina 
context overwhelmingly nationalistic. 

The nationalist, or rather his follower, has to be shown that he 
can have both national freedom and political freedom. But in 
practice, there is more often the need to remind the follower that 
the time of revolutionary justice should not last for ever, and that 
the claim of nationalism was once that national states were the 
best ground on which personal freedom could flourish. This has 
yet to be proved. Throughout the world it trembles in the balance. 
It has often enough been disproved. Israel, for instance, conceived 
in the most intense nationalism, founded by violence, living in fear, 
yet seems to preserve free politics; Ghana, whose birth, though 
hard, was far easier, and who is threatened by no one, yet seems in 
danger of losing or destroying freedom. Why? Perhaps when all 
the vast and obvious differences between two such histories and 
circumstances have been conceded, the simple fact remains that 
in one country there is a greater will to preserve both political free- 
dom and national identity. Perhaps men who have known the 
deepest and most violent oppression crave for and become ad- 
dicted to personal liberty, while people who have known only 
insult and injustice may undervalue liberty in their desire for 
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national revenge and national prestige. The boast of Padraig 
Pearse that he would rather be a prisoner in a free Ireland than a 
free man under alien rule, has often enough come true. 


Parnell came down the road, he said to a cheering man: 
‘Ireland shall get her freedom and you still break stone.’ 


Chapter 5 


A DEFENCE OF POLITICS AGAINST 
TECHNOLOGY 


THERE isa great danger to politics in the desire for certainty at any 
price. This idea may seem exceedingly abstract and general, but it 
is powerful and is the strong and deep root of many simple beliefs 
and of many elaborate doctrines. So far we have considered types 
of rule of which there are actual or would-be examples. These have 
offered, if not desirable alternatives to political rule, at least, in 
varying degrees, concrete proposals for action. But there is com- 
mon to all of them, and is found even in free régimes, a set of highly 
abstract ideas, distinctively modern, seemingly inescapable, which 
can deeply undermine any belief in the political way of ordering 
society. Such ideas may be all too obviously in the interest of cer- 
tain groups — it is their own certainty which they want to impose on 
others; but they may be pursued with the most elevated disinter- 
estedness, simply because people hold them to be true — ‘they must 
be true because our whole modern world — is it not ?—is built upon 
science.’ 

This section could almost as well be called ‘A Defence of Politics 
Against Science’ or ‘... Against Administration’. ‘Science’, 
‘Technology’, ‘Administration’, will be understood by most of 
those actually engaged in such activities to have no necessary 
antipathy to politics. But to many they appear as related symbols, 
forming together a style of thought which, they imagine, could 
rescue mankind from the lack of certainty and the glut of com- 
promises in politics. This belief may often be held in surprising 
ignorance of what is actually involved in such activities as science, 
technology, or administration; but it is none the less influential and 
convincing. Technology, however, is probably the keystone of all 
these imaginary constructions which seek to rehouse and redevelop 
mere politics. Technology creates the image of applying scientific 
knowledge to the administration of society. Many will talk about 
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the benefits of science, when they in fact mean technology; many 
will talk as if administration should exist apart from politics, be- 
cause they in fact believe that it is simply a matter of technique. 
Technology is, of course, simply the activity of applying scientific 
principles to the production of tools and goods — whether or not 
these principles are fully understood. But it has also become 
perverted into a social doctrine. ‘Technology’ holds that all the 
important problems facing human civilization are technical, and 
that therefore they are all soluble on the basis of existing know- 
ledge or readily attainable knowledge — if sufficient resources are 
made available. This doctrine is very widespread. So powerful is it 
that it must seem to many, in Kharkov as well as Detroit, in 
Birmingham as well as Hankow, to be self-evident and completely 
obvious — instead of being something arbitrary, peculiar, and 
specific. 

Now there are, it should be ungraciously admitted, some posi- 
tions which one hesitates to attack because of the kind of allies 
attracted. Here is a defence of politics against ‘scientism’, not 
science; against technology as a doctrine, not as a practical activity. 
I have no desire to please that parochial British intelligentsia who 
give the genteel groan of agreement to any attack on science 
however sweeping and misplaced. Perhaps they take too seriously 
the claim of some anti-political doctrinaires to be ‘scientific’ (there 
is, as will be seen later, an element of mutual flattery between the 
doctrinaire and the traditionalist), The present argument could, in 
another context, be quite simply a defence of the scientific spirit 
against the hucksters, the manipulators and the doggedly fashion- 
able who cover other aspirations, some quite proper and ordinary, 
by using the names of ‘science’ and ‘technology’ as magic 
incantations. 

The rise of industrial technology led to a strengthening of the 
state —in order to regulate an urban, centralized society; and it led 
to a strengthening of demands on the state — in order to distribute 
more equitably the fruits of the technology; but it has also created 
this wholly new style of thought: ‘technology’ as a doctrine. 
Everything in society is seen as capable of rational manipulation if 
the techniques of power and production are understood. Indeed 
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power and, production are the same thing. A state maintains its 
power, argued Marx, so long as production expands. The modern 
state is simply the governing committee of the bourgeoisie; all 
power is economics and economics is production. The class that 
can expand production gains power, and for a class which acts as a 
restraint upon production, the writing is already on the wall, the 
foundations of its power have already collapsed. One of the symp- 
toms of a declining social order is that its members have to give 
most of their time to politics, rather than to the real tasks of 
economic production, in an attempt to patch up the cracks already 
appearing from ‘theinner-contradictions’ ofsuchasystem. Politics 
is simply a product of those inner contradictions, or at the best a 
transitory device on the way to their final resolution. The whole 
state, then, to the ‘technologist’ is first seen as a factory producing 
goods for society. It is not seen as the protector of rights or the 
arbiter of differing interests, but as the producer of happiness — 
consumer goods. But even this is mild, liberal, and political to the 
true ‘technologist’ — a kind of Welfare State idea in which the state 
as servant does something for society as master. The complete 
concept of ‘technology’ is that of all society itself as one factory of 
which the state 1s manager. The factory is supposed to produce 
for the needs and happiness of the workers, and everyone is a 
worker (happiness being the superfluity of consumer goods over 
what is needed merely to survive); but it is known that noth- 
ing can be produced without the skill, direction, or permission 
of the manager. Things worth doing for their own sake, art, 
love, philosophy, indeed Jeisure itself as distinct from mere 
rest (the purpose of which, to Aristotle, was the activity of doing 
just those things), are irrelevant to production and therefore 
inefficient — unless propaganda for production controlled by the 
manager. 

All civilizations, and the doctrines of government whose 
company they keep, create some image of the type of citizen they 
most need and value. The world of the Greek polis had the hero, 
the man of arete, the active ‘doer of deeds and speaker of words’ in 
the public realm; early Christianity had the humble, suffering, 
other-worldly man, the saint. Medieval Christendom had the 
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knight and the priest, ideally fused as the crusader or the member 
of an order of knighthood. The English in modern times have been 
torn between the gentleman and the businessman, just as the 
Americans have between the common man and the businessman. 
The Nazis had their Aryan superman, and the Communists have 
their party man (sub-category, Stakhanovite worker). To those who 
see all industrial civilization as on the common path of ‘tech- 
nology’, the typical citizen is the engineer. The engineer is to be the 
true hero-citizen of our times: he will rescue us from the dilemmas 
of politics and the pangs of hunger (and envy ?) if ‘left alone to get 
on with his job’ free from, in various circumstances, the intrusions 
of the politicians, the businessmen, the bureaucrats, the generals, 
or the priests. The engineer is what every boy will want to be. The 
engineer is what every father will be ashamed of not being. 
The engineer is what society will strain itself to produce through the 
schools and colleges — and he will be trained, by accident or design, 
in a kind of aristocratic seclusion from, and contempt for, other 
types of education. The engineer will try to reduce all education to 
technique and training, and its object will be to produce social- 
engineers to transform society into something radically more 
efficient and effective. The engineer is not interested in ordinary 
politics; he thinks in terms of invention and construction, not of 
maintenance and management. But he will naturally be attracted 
to doctrines which attack ‘mere politics’ and to régimes which 
have shown great technological advances and which have all- 
intrusive ideologies claiming to be scientific. 

The vision is now an old one whose history does not concern us 
here. But its plausibility is enhanced by the fruits of modern 
technology: the vision that politics can be reduced to a science. By 
this is usually meant that there are laws of social and historical 
development which can be discovered and then should be observed, 
implemented, enforced on society. Such enforcing will be held to 
be no more than acting naturally at last : ‘freedom is the recogni- 
tion of necessity’. Human societies have been unstable and full of 
conflict because, as it were, we have been trying to fly in the face of 
laws of social gravitation. ‘The only safety for democracy ...’ 
wrote an American social scientist, James Shotwell, is to ‘apply 
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scientific methods to the management of society as we have been 
learning to apply them in the natural world. ... We are in the 
political sciences where the natural sciences were two hundred 
years ago.’ And such a common cry is itself still in the position of 
Saint-Simon in 1821 — exactly a hundred years before: ‘In the new 
political order ... the decisions must be the result of scientific 
demonstrations totally independent of human will... . Under such 
an order we shall see the disappearance of the three main dis- 
advantages of the present political system, that is, arbitrariness, 
incapacity, and intrigue.’ Now it will immediately be obvious, to be 
very simple, that if one fails to observe certain laws of physics, one 
falls flat on one’s face. But some of the promised laws of society 
must have been fairly often ‘broken’ — presumably without con- 
sequences quite as drastic as a Daedalus trying to fly and falling 
smashed to earth. What a science of society offers us, then, is not 
something necessary for society to survive at all, but necessary if 
there is to be complete ‘safety for democracy’ (or anything else), 
or no more ‘arbitrariness, incapacity, and intrigue’. Suppose the 
‘arbitrariness’ which Saint-Simon hated to be no more than a 
product of diversity ; ‘incapacity’ simply some sense of limitations; 
‘intrigue’ no more than the conflict of differing interests in any 
even moderately free State; and suppose ‘safety’ to be only 
realizable —as in the world of Hobbes — by the surrender of freedom 
out of fear — then we have a characterization of politics itself, 
indeed a rather good one: the ‘scientists’ often at least knew what 
they were attacking more clearly than the politicians knew what 
they were defending. At heart what disturbs those hopeful for a 
science of politics is simply the element of conflict in ordinary 
politics; what excites them has been the prestige of science, its 
good reputation for — so it is thought — ‘unity’. Professor Harold 
Lasswell wrote in the article on ‘Conflict’ in the Chicago Encyclo- 
paedia of the Social Sciences of 1930: ‘Social conflict results from 
the conscious pursuit of exclusive values ... the philosophy of 
compromise seems to concede in advance that there is no truly 
inclusive set of social aims. . . . It may be that the manipulation of 
collective opinion for the sake of raising the prestige of science will 
contribute towards this sense of unity of man with man.’ Such a 
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scientifically manipulated unity might indeed get rid of conflict - 
and freedom too. 

The claim that politics can and should be reduced to a science is 
not as clear as it seems. To go no further — the ‘and should’ is 
essential to the claim, although it immediately introduces a moral 
or a political decision. It could be argued that politics can be made 
scientific, but then that it should not be; or it could be argued, 
more unlikely but possible, that it should be made scientific, but 
then the fact bewailed that it cannot. But, be this as it may, the 
claim can mean three rather different things. Science can be 
thought of as a body of laws which enable measurable predictions 
to be made; or it can be thought of as a common method to be 
pursued in the discovery of knowledge — irrespective of whether 
such laws exist in every sphere; or it can be thought of as simply a 
logic of verification: science is all true knowledge and truth is only 
what is testable by experiment or direct observation — whether or 
not there are laws or there is a method. These may seem to be very 
abstract matters — conceits of the colleges more than concerns of 
the caucuses. But they do correspond to some ordinary, tenacious- 
ly popular viewpoints. The first fulfils a very common desire for 
certainty about the future of which the many covert believers in 
astrology are amiable examples, and of which all single-truth men 
and ideologists, whether of the parlour or parade-ground variety, 
are less amiable examples. The second represents the pride of the 
engineers — again, everything is method or technique (and there is, 
strange view, a scientific method). The third represents the man 
who suffers from the abstract tyranny of the concrete fact — every- 
thing must be demonstrable by ‘the facts’ and always ‘the facts 
demand’ that some particular policy must be carried out. 

This third ‘pseudo-scientist’, while the most abstract and the 
least original, is perhaps the most dangerous, for he is the follower 
who gives power to the lonely theorist or to the unequipped techno- 
crat — he is the man who is impressed with the fact that the trains 
ran on time in Fascist Italy: ‘there’s a fact’ — and who has ‘no 
doubt at all’ that ‘the facts must show’ that free régimes are less 

1. See the final section, ‘Inconclusions’ of my The American Science of 
Politics (London 1959). 
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efficient and less able to protect themselves than totalitarian 
societies. He is the person who is touched by Khruschchev’s recent 
praise of an ideology which ‘can be understood not only by the 
head but, so to speak, by the stomach and by one’s whole being to 
be a more progressive system than capitalism’. The Soviet Union 
will win, he argued, ‘not only by its possession of the most pro- 
gressive and scientifically based theory, but also because of the 
ever-increasing material benefits of the people.’ A contrast so 
arbitrary and absurd in economic terms, between a capitalist 
system and a communist system, is what has to be swallowed by 
the man who is impressed ‘simply by the facts’. It may be a politi- 
cally effective argument, but the ‘facts’ that are impressive are 
those of productivity, not of ideology. 

Totalitarian ideologies are, in large part, a perversion of science. 
They could arise only in a scientific age, not because of the tech- 
niques of power hitherto lacking, but because the whole concept of 
remaking society utterly is a derivative from the idea of scientific 
law — applied to understanding society, and of a scientific method — 
applied to changing society. Ideology arises when science is 
thought of as the only type of human knowledge and is then 
misapplied to government in the name of some theory of society 
which purports to be completely general. ‘For an ideology,’ wrote 
Hannah Arendt, ‘differs from a simple opinion in that it claims 
to possess either the key to history or the solution for all the 
“‘riddles of the universe’’.’ Ideologies then are essentially pseudo- 
scientific; they claim to do for history and society what the 
physicists are doing for our understanding of nature and the engi- 
neers for productivity. Indeed an ideology fuses understanding and 
action completely: an ideology is always a plan for action. The 
ideologist is the scholar-scientist become the engineer-administra- 
tor. The ideologist is very proud that his theory is not based upon 
ethical considerations, but upon an objective factor. Two ‘ob- 
jective factors’ alone, as we have said, seem to be proved suffici- 
ently plausible, sufficiently pseudo-scientific to have emerged as 
offering total explanations in powerful hands: race struggle and 
class struggle, blood and economics. The claims of Marxism to be 
scientific are famous and, strangely, even when doubted, are not 
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thought improper, monstrous, or inherently implausible. But the 
Nazi claim for the scientific status of racialism has seldom been 
taken as seriously, though it was a genuine pseudo-science, not 
‘just’ propaganda. For propaganda is never effective if it does not 
touch deeply held, even if furtive and illicit, beliefs. Perhaps 
racialism is not given its pseudo-scientific due because, like 
nationalism, it is a category that fits neither Marxist nor liberal- 
capitalist ideologies. But men have often acted against their 
economic interests under the spell of racialism. It was once, even 
or particularly in Great Britain, an orthodoxy of historical 
explanation, as well as the operating creed of nearly every agent 
of imperialism. The memory of its respectability is almost de- 
liberately repressed ; it is more comfortable to treat it as simply the 
politics of the gutter, rather than what one finds when one opens 
the dust-covered sets of histories of three generations ago. 
Tocqueville could write to Gobineau that his theories of race ‘are 
probably wrong and certainly pernicious’. But he did take them 
seriously as scientific hypothesis; for they were one of the dominant 
themes of nineteenth-century thought, one obvious and tempting 
way of linking the two new sciences of biology and sociology, of 
extending Darwin’s theories to politics. 

Let us call such perversions of genuine scientific activity, all 
attempts to apply science beyond its own sphere, ‘scientism’. 
Scientism goes hand in hand with ideology in the size of their 
claims. A scientific law must apply to all instances of the thing 
treated as the object of generalization. A single contrary instance 
will refute a scientific theory. Totalitarian ideologies make claims 
to be the basis of a world order, to offer a comprehensive explana- 
‘ tion of everything. They are nothing if they are not cast in uniquely 
large moulds. If the theory does not fit all circumstances, it is not 
true for any. The relativism of political theory is precisely what is 
wrong with it in the eyes of the ideologist. That one set of institu- 
tions may work better here than there, and that any form of 
politics at all may not be possible in all circumstances, these are 
damning admissions to the totalitarian. He is not interested in this 
kind of frustrating, piecemeal humility. He is not interested in 
understanding, but only in explanation. He has the scientific key 


99 


IN DEFENCE OF POLITICS 


to history and if he thinks in terms of immediate political issues at 
all, then they are simply tactics, indeed tactics of history, part of the 
grand strategy of the advance towards a fully rational world order. 
Heis obsessed with size and with the beauty of universal generaliza- 
tions. Even in fairly stable political régimes, such as Great Britain 
and the United States, one finds touches of this psychology among 
the academics and the young — people who are only interested in 
large issues. They have not yet embraced a comprehensive ideology, 
but they are rapidly deserting politics. These large issues are 
important issues — racial discrimination, the ‘bomb’, the ‘war on 
want’, ‘the problem (which ?) of the underdeveloped areas’. But to 
be tackled at all, they must surely be tackled politically, simply 
because they are so large and call for so much coordination of 
effort and organization, and because they cannot, perhaps, all be 
realized at once. Many of the people who try to ride all these large 
issues at once say that they are bored and disgruntled with ordinary 
politics —- though they have usually had little or no political experi- 
ence themselves (demonstrations do not count); but whatever is 
said of politics by its actual practitioners, it is seldom called boring. 
Some politicians, indeed, areas little ashamed as some marchers of 
thinking the activity itself enjoyable. But those who lead the life of 
large issues only are never prepared to enjoy or even tolerate the 
present; like the ideologists, they attempt to live in the future and so 
prophecies, or the predictions of pseudo-science, play a great part 
in their lives. Always some huge catastrophe will occur unless you 
take my medicine quickly. 

Scientism can also exist in free societies in the respectable 
disguise of academic social science. There are those who have no 
huge and elaborate programmes for the just society, unlike their 
nineteenth-century predecessors, and who may, as they say, ‘qua 
citizen’, in their leisure time, non-academic capacity, act like 
normal political animals, but who none the less teach that a scienti- 
fic investigation of society will have a kind of therapeutic effect 
which will eventually remove all serious political tensions. 
Politics is, to so many social scientists, a kind of disease: society is 
a patient ridden with tensions and political events are the unreal, 
neurotic fixations by which it tries to rationalize these contra- 
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dictions. This is what Professor Lasswell has called ‘the preventive 
politics of the future’ which will exist in a world-wide ‘techno- 
scientific culture’. ‘Theideal ofa politics of prevention is to obviate 
conflict by the definite reduction of the tension level of society by 
effective methods, of which discussion will be but one.’! If the 
causes of these tensions are exposed and are put before the patient, 
therapy will result. Here is, as it were, the underlying religion of the 
empiricists, those who think that each humble fact finds its place 
in some grand order and that it is possible or desirable to study 
society purely objectively. But such a ‘ politics of prevention’ is not 
politics at all, it is the elimination of politics; and it is not science, 
either — it is ideology. Genuine understanding, true scholarship, 
pure science, the attempt to be as dispassionate and as disinterested 
as possible in understanding the situation we are all in, inevitably 
involves political values, the political relationship, however 
imperfect, with all its uncertainty, diversity, and freedom. The 
claim for objectivity can be a kind of arrogance which leads men 
to despise the slowness of improvement and reform by persuasion 
and discussion. Such scientism of the chair may not be directly 
dangerous to free societies; but it can indirectly undermine a true 
education in politics by studying things too small to be relevant, as 
if they are all examples of a general or total scientific theory of 
society too large to be plausible. 

The debate among academic students of politics about whether 
or not their study can be made a science is notoriously sterile. The 
choice is one that need never be made. Political knowledge draws 
together the findings of many disciplines so as to understand how 
human purposes are realized in the activity of government. No 
‘objective’ study of government is ever so stick-in-the-mud as to 
avoid, implicitly or explicitly, grinding some political axe (human 
beings are, thank God, creatures of discontent as well as of curio- 
sity); and no moralist is ever so lofty as not to offer us some evid- 
ence that his prescriptions might conceivably work (rewards in 
heaven are, alas, simply irrelevant to the mundane immediate 
responsibilities of governments). Both, unavoidably, deal in 
doctrines. Political doctrines state purposes which stand some 

1. Psychopathology and Politics (New York 1930), p. 202. 
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chance of convincing people that they can be realized politically; 
or state generalizations about government worth making for 
political purposes. Every purported methodology of how to study 
the activity of government objectively, that is every prefabricated 
set of rules for the discovery of knowledge in advance of experience, 
is itself a doctrine — political or anti-political. This will only disturb 
those who are disturbed at politics itself. All thinking about 
government and politics crystallizes into doctrine at some level of 
experience; and all advocates of doctrines, like the lawyer in court, 
offer evidence to try to convince those who sit in judgement. The 
evidence is shaped according to a lawyer’s understanding of his 
own and his client’s self-interest; he does not throw a packet of 
facts on the table and invite the judges to sort it out themselves. 
He, like any politician, attempts to prejudice the issue. But only 
incompetent advocates and incompetent politicians offer evidence 
which does not appear relevant and convincing, and which does 
not stand up to criticism. The student of government should, 
indeed, attempt to be more dispassionate than the advocate or 
politician; but he will not succeed in becoming passionless unless 
he becomes quite irrelevant to the life of a free society. (The 
student of government in a totalitarian state will not, of course, be 
allowed even to appear uncommitted.) If he is wise, he will be 
careful not to speak too often or too stridently on the issues of the 
day — his business is not the politician’s; but he will not be studying 
politics at all if he does not find himself sreaking on the issues of 
the age. 

The belief that politicscan be reduced to a science, both in under- 
standing and action, is not, then, a product of scientific reasoning, 
is not by its intellectual failure and political ruthlessness anything 
to discredit science, but is simply ideology using pseudo-science 
to justify the application of technological thought to society. 

Technology is really the master-concept running through Marx’s 
great attempt to offer a scientific socialism to restore the unity of 
knowledge, to integrate fully thought and action. In an abstract 
but real sense, Marxism arose through the breakdown first of 
religion and then of ‘reason’ as single sources of authority. The 
world as revealed through Descartes and Hume, a world in which 
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mathematical truths alone were objective and in which all moral 
truths seemed subjective or relative, can prove too much for the 
nerves of not only philosophers, but men of practical affairs as well. 
Many are disturbed with something like terror, with a neurotic 
inability to deal with reality, when they come to feel that they have 
senses whose evidence does not coincide with revealed religion, or 
with ‘reason’ or even with the mathematical order of the natural 
world. There has been a kind of panic before dualism — people 
crying ‘how am JI-in-here-so-passionate a part of all-that-out- 
there-so-remote?’ Kant might speak of his never-ending wonder 
at two things, ‘the starry heavens above and the moral law within’, 
but to many this wonder is an awesome terror at the unbridgeable 
abyss between the two. Then they listen eagerly to any preacher ofa 
single truth, rather than see that this initial separation of a world of 
science from a world of society, of an ‘I’ from an ‘it’, of the 
observer from an object, was only a separation for the limited pur- 
poses of science — a separation from a total flow of human experi- 
ence which can be divided or distinguished in many ways which are 
not mutually incompatible, but which simply exist, for the purpose 
at hand, at different levels of abstraction. Science and politics, 
indeed art, history, and philosophy, are different ways of looking 
at a common reality for different purposes: they only conflict and 
contradict when the purposes are confused or are each regarded as 
limitless. No two men will draw the limits of these activities at the 
same point, but we are here dealing with claims that some par- 
ticular activities, like science and politics, are the same and are 
limitless. 

It was not really Hegel whom Marx turned upside-down in his 
quest for a single truth, but Aristotle. Aristotle, we have seen 
taught that politics was the ‘master-science’ in the sense that it 
controls and coordinates, without destroying, all other activities 
which may make aclaim on the resources of society. Marx’s scienti- 
fic-socialism puts a science of sociology on top of a science of 
politics. Society is no longer viewed as a diversity of interests to 
which politics alone can give the necessary degree of unity, but asa 
natural unity which politics divides and disturbs. Scientific- 
socialism makes a double claim: that the sociological dimension of 
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experience is the only dimension of experience, and that science is 
inevitably technological — thus any understanding is a prelude to 
action and the laws of evolution show how society is to be changed, 
environment engineered. 

Marxist ‘technology’ is only an explicit case of a claim more 
often implicit. ‘Technology’ can furnish the theories of the un- 
theoretical. Here are the vast assumptions about what is to be taken 
for granted held by those ‘purely practical men’ who take so much 
for granted. They take for granted that all problems are technical 
and that each advance in scientific knowledge somehow uniquely 
determines a new and proper sphere of application. This is not 
merely Lenin’s famous ‘Communism is socialism plus electrifica- 
tion’, or Hitler’s Gleichschaltung, linking all society to one grid, to 
the same source of electric energy (and how quickly dated does 
each such technological claim or metaphor become!); but it is also 
the sober, even a little dull-sounding, claim of many an American 
social scientist: ‘Many of the problems now besetting the world 
arise from the fact that physicists and engineers know how to 
combine theory and fact more efficiently than do political scientists 
and political policy-makers.”! This has the same plausibility — both 
intellectually and politically — as Khrushchev’s stomach as a 
judge of ideology. Truth is only what works and ‘the system’ 
which produces and distributes the most consumer goods will 
ultimately prevail. This is no small claim, and its realization might 
seem to reconcile perfectly the technocrat with the moralist, the 
engineer with the politician. As once it was said that ballots are 
better than bullets, now it is said that butter is better than ballots. 
But need we really make this latter choice? 

There is now need to be a little brave — to risk inevitable mis- 
understanding — and to insist that however great and pressing are 
the problems of economic and technical aid for underdeveloped 
territories, such aid can never be an end in itself. To help other 
people avoid even the risk of starvation is a good action whatever 
the motives. To help other people attain some idea of a decent 
standard of living is a good action whatever the motives. But if 

1. William A. Glazer, The Types and Uses of Political Theory, Social 
Research (Autumn 1955), p. 292. 
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making a living at all is a primary biological urge of man, this is 
very far from levels of civilization which have been and can be 
attained. The reality or memory of desperate poverty is no excuse 
for organizing people always to the maximum pitch of economic 
efficiency if that efficiency involves the suppression of politics, of 
the canvassing of alternatives, and of free discussion; the killing of 
all spontaneity, play, and frivolity; and the forbidding of even 
occasional extravagances. It is terrible nonsense to presume that a 
richer, or a more productive society is necessarily a happier one 
for people to live in than a society poorer or less efficient. The price 
in terms of freedom of the rapid industrialization of an under- 
developed country may be rationally thought worth paying — but 
why should it be paid for ever? The price is then bound to be too 
high. Some would argue that totalitarianism simply arises from 
rapid industrialization — but then why need it be total? ‘The 
revolution has no time for elections’, Dr Castro is reported as 
telling a parade of more than a million Cubans on May Day last 
year. Perhaps -— but the price seems too high when: ‘ He asked: “‘Do 
you need elections ?”’ and the crowd shouted “‘ No, No’”’.’ For there 
is, after all, a difference between knowing that you are paying a 
price for something, and either not knowing, or thinking that you 
don’t care at all. The difference is that if you know what you are 
sacrificing, you may want to return to it when prosperity is greater 
— if not, later generations may not even know what it means. There 
is a difference, once again, between denying freedom out of econo- 
mic necessity and denying it out of principle; between persuading 
people that a price for progress is worth paying and deceiving them 
that they get it for free. ‘When I see a Soviet oil-tanker, I think of 
Lenin. When I see a Soviet tractor, I think of Lenin. Whenever we 
get anything from the Soviet Union,’ Dr Castro told K. S. Karol, 
‘I feel gratitude to Lenin.”! Lenin is thanked, Dr Castro made clear, 
because Leninism has no connexion with Stalinism. There are 
many who believe this. Ernesto Guevara, the ‘theoretician’ of the 
régime, tried to provide them with an extra argument. Hereassured 
Karol that there was ‘no danger weshall. . .slide towards what you 
call Stalinist totalitarianism’; Stalinism had the ‘necessity to 
1. Reported in the New Statesman, 19 May 1961, p. 778. 
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create, by its own unaided efforts, the basic industries required for 
its economic development’; but, he went on, ‘we do not need to 
make such sacrifices to industrialize because we can get all we want 
from the other Socialist countries’. It is hard to tell whether these 
are the words of a morally stupid man, unable to see the enormity 
of such an unnecessary ‘necessity’, or of a cunning man trying to 
extort money by threats of self-flagellation. There is every excuse, 
amid oppression and poverty, for the second motivation, but 
the first would exhibit a quality of reckless blindness which is 
more frightening for the future of humanity than almost any 
present oppression or poverty. There are no absolute necessities 
in politics. The language of necessity spells the death of freedom — 
and usually of men too. ‘I now realize,’ continued Guevara, ‘that 
Marxism is not simply a doctrine, it is a science’ — and such a 
science it is. 

Certainly, technological achievement (or possession) is the 
modern symbol of sovereignty — the prestige of science gives 
majesty to mere power. Every small country like Cuba demands, at 
the least, its own basic industries — regardless of economics. And 
Sputnik did more for Communism than the spectacle, for instance, 
of a dozen Presidential or general elections can do for free coun- 
tries. Quite apart from the prestige of technology, people do, after 
all, prefer a simple idea to a complex one. A man in space is 
supposed to be so much more tangible than the ability to conduct 
free elections. But technology threatens not merely politics, but 
science as well. Science has got to show immediate and spectacular 
results to bolster the prestige of the régime in power. Science is no 
longer a disinterested activity but is — as something called ‘Dar- 
winism’ is taught in Soviet schools — the struggle of man against 
nature led by the party. Everything is to be turned to the manipu- 
lation of environment. Itis asad but perhaps a hopeful thought that 
if technology cannot in fact thrive without pure science, then free- 
dom will stay alive, orre-createitself, out of thesheer administrative 
need for freedom for scientists — however inefficient, tentative, and 
extravagant some of their activities may be, like the ‘irresponsible 
behaviour’ ofso many free men. An élite of engineers and managers 
may find itself blaming the politicians or the party apparat for not 
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being able ‘to produce’ enough pure scientists. This, however, is 
speculative fantasy. But the growing power of technological 
thinking in politics is fact. 

There is also a type of technological thinking which may have 
little to do with scientism: those who think that administration can 
always be clearly separated from politics, and that if this is done, 
there is really very little, if anything, that politicians can do that 
administrators cannot do better. This is a very familiar view. It is 
the view of the servant who would not merely be equal, but who 
would be master, or of the administrator who feels constantly 
frustrated in his work by the interventions of politicians whom he 
will often, oddly, call theorists. He means by this that his experience 
teaches him better than those who try to tell him what should be 
done without his experience: speaking without experience is thus 
theorizing. Government could be so much better carried on by 
those who do the real work of the state. ‘For forms of government 
let fools contest, whate’er is best administered is best’ is the 
hackneyed and subversive slogan of this disliker of politics. So 
far, this is the familiar view of the expert. There are many such who 
believe that there is some training to be had which can teach a 
science of public administration. The civil servant is then as much 
a technician as the engineer. He may not profess to think that all 
problems are technical; he may see himself as the ‘means-and- 
methods’ man of some superior ‘democratic decision-making 
body’ — the familiar language of the social scientists. But what it 
amounts to is not that all decisions of government can be imple- 
mented ‘scientifically’, or as if by a definite and preconceived 
technique; but that government should only do those things which 
can be reduced to such a technique. The Leninist vision of the 
‘administration of things and not of men’ will take place only if 
men are treated as things; ‘the state will become a mere filing 
cabinet’ when men can be treated simply as the contents of files. 

There is also a type of rather well camouflaged technocrat who 
claims very forcibly to have a great contempt for such ‘expertise’. 
He may even make a cult of the well-rounded amateur, versatile 
and wise, setting experience against ‘so called experts’ as well as 
politicians. He may think himself so anti-technical that he willeven 
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oppose any form of special training for higher civil servants.! This 
viewpoint is really pre-political. He knows the truth that the first 
duty ofa government is to govern — which he may feel, quite rightly, 
is often insufficiently realized by the reforming politicians. But he 
stays in this pre-political stage of government without politics. So, 
of course, in a political society, he should; the civil servant should 
not get deeply involved in politics; but he must not exaggerate his 
importance. ‘The essential character of government, and so of the 
administration by which alone it is effective, is a process of main- 
taining the unity of a political group,’ writes an English civil 
servant. How true for government in general but — our whole theme 
— how inadequate for political rule. The civil servant, we are told, 
‘is a man who has been trained to a practical operation’ which is 
‘nothing less than the preservation of the state. He is, no less than 
any soldier, aman who must give his life to the Crown. That is what 
gives his task a permanent sense amidst the mutations of party 
politics.’? This is the humble arrogance of the gentleman indeed. 
The servant of the state is the permanent element amid the muta- 
tions of party politics (‘party’ politics is presumably even worse 
than ordinary politics). What business has an administrator to 
pledge his life to the Crown when he is quite simply employed by a 
politically elected government? People rarely offer to sacrifice 
themselves to a fiction. They seize hold of the fiction to achieve 
some position which is not political, or politically tenable. It is not 
administration but government itself which maintains order in any 
régime; and in a political régime it is the activity of politics itself 
which provides something permanent amidst the mutations. The 
administrator blames politicians for the very thing they can do so 
well — allow diversity and change amidst order. 

Why is this view technological? It is technological because its 
holder thinks he knows best what is wanted because, like the 
engineer, it is his task to do what is wanted. It does not matter that 
he may attack technique in the sense of learning how to administer 
from books or some pseudo-science of public administration; for 


1. See, for instance, C. H. Sisson, The Spirit of British Administrators 


(London 1959). 
2. ibid., p. 23. 
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he is still tempted to believe that, as the fruit of experience, he 
possesses a unique knowledge which can be applied and can govern 
without politics. He thinks he has a technique of rule which is not 
arbitrary and yet which is not political. 

Both this Mandarin type and the social scientist can make 
absurdly unwarranted claims for their own impartiality and for 
the efficacy of their knowledge. Theirs is another instance of an 
activity needed within politics claiming to be the whole of politics 
— which is, as we have seen, in fact to deny politics. Because they 
sincerely claim to have no doctrine or ideology, but only the 
efficiency and the permanent interest of the state in mind, they are 
often trusted more than they deserve. We all deserve to be dis- 
trusted in politics. And it is the particular lot of the administrator 
to be more distrustable than anyone. In quite simple human terms, 
if a man cannot stand this, he should change his job, not create a 
mystique of technical indispensability. 

‘Technology’, then, confuses the question of the application of 
resources with their allocation. This application may be a tech- 
nique, but it can be applied only after authoritative decisions have 
been made as to both the allocation of the product and of the 
resources to go into it. People are deceiving themselves if they do 
not realize that over the months and over the years, even if not for 
each particular day’s business in front of one on the desk, these 
decisions are essentially political. It may be thought in some free 
societies that these decisions are in fact made by ‘the market’ — that 
economics is a science, telling us what we may not do. But it is a 
science only in the very simple but important sense that it can 
calculate the price of any social demand in terms of relinquished 
alternatives. But it cannot comment on the legitimacy of the 
various demands — even ones that may be ‘economically restric- 
tive’ or ‘economic nonsense’. The study of economics furnishes 
us with evidence relevant to any political decision about the 
allocation of resources, may even be said to furnish evidence 
necessary to any rational decision; but it cannot predetermine any 
decision. All resources are not economic, all alternatives are not 
priceable; freedom, for instance, we may properly Say is in the long 
run beyond price; the desire for knowledge — which can have, God 
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knows, the most unpredictable consequences—is quite unpriceable. 

People in unfree societies which have abolished or forbidden the 
institutional means of making political decisions may think that 
the ideology — Marxian science, for instance — determines these 
allocations, so that everything remains simply a problem of 
application. But this, however much believed, is simply an error. 
It does not describe what in fact happens. What they are in fact 
doing, faced with all sorts of complicated choices and alternatives 
as to how to allocate scarce resources, is to make political decisions 
without the institutions and procedures which register actual 
social demands honestly — a place for people to speak without fear 
for themselves or the interests of their group. 

So those in political societies who apply the technologist’s style 
of thought to the business of government have, in fact, taken for 
granted the political devices by which some things emerge as 
problems, and some other things are submerged as irrelevancies. 
Politics defines what the inhabitants of a state think should be the 
problems to be solved. They may not all be capable of solution. 
But it is a pity that so many of the experts or technologists who are 
called in to attempt the solution of some of these problems feel 
that they know best what order of priority should be attached to 
these attempts, and feel that politics impedes, rather than clears the 
way for, their use of their techniques. So many problems are only 
resolvable politically that the politician has special right to be 
defended against the pride of the engineer or the arrogance of the 
technologist. Let the cobbler stick to his last. We have a desperate 
need of good shoes — and too many bad dreams. 


Chapter 6 
A DEFENCE OF POLITICS AGAINST 
ITS FRIENDS 


POLITICS may need defending against certain of its friends. They 
meant to be genuine friends. Even if they do not always like to 
admit how well they know politics, yet in ordinary times they act 
politically, they argue among one another with great heat, but they 
observe certain conventions which avoid violence. They are each 
proud of their own existence and fully self-confident, yet normally 
they will admit that the other friends of politics at least restrain 
them from excess. But if politics reaches some crisis, then each of 
these rival friends may try to force on it an exclusive and jealous 
attachment -— the bane of politics as much as of ordinary friendship. 
Each then offers some drastic remedies which show more care that 
the cure should be known to be by their system, than that it should 
respect and leave unchanged the character of the patient. There 
are occasions on which elements in such normally respectable 
political doctrines as conservatism, liberalism, and socialism can 
show themselves unhappy, not just with any particular political 
order — as it is their proper, polemical business to be, but with 
political activity itself. These normal allies of politics can occasion- 
ally forget themselves, and act in the way that once made Welling- 
ton say of his troops: ‘I don’t know if they scare the enemy, but — 
by God — they certainly scare me.’ 


THE NON-POLITICAL CONSERVATIVE 


Consider the man who claims to be above politics. He recognizes 
that it must go on among others, but he himself is above it all. He 
is conserving the essential order of the state against all those poli- 
ticians, lobbyists, and careerists who exude self-interest and in- 
trude into statecraft. He is, indeed, prepared to toss these dogs 
some bones, to make positive use of patronage as an instrument of 
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government, in order to carry on government at all. He says with 
Dr Johnson that politics is but a way of ‘rising in the world’. If he 
despairs of getting rid of these parvenus and pillagers, yet he is sure 
that he himself is firmly established above such politics and knows 
how to maintain the state on an even keel; he can manage these 
‘little dogs’ so long as his nerve lasts. He is a man who is animated 
by the most trusting view of himself and his class, and the most 
cynical view of all others. His image of the state is that of a ship 
which needs firm handling by its captain, constantly threatened by 
rough seas and by the sloth of its crew; not the classic image of a 
city, longsettled behind thick walls, whose citizens are civilized in 
their habits, eclectic in their tastes. 

This conservative is not a tyrannical man -— at least to his own 
people; if he values discipline, yet he hates arbitrariness, or any 
reputation for arbitrariness. He is not an intolerant man — ideas of 
any kind may be canvassed so long as they do not make the masses 
more restless than they are already. Censorship is a necessary 
method of social control, but it need not apply to gentlemen or to 
inherently unpopular works; and he does not care enough about 
any general ideas to persecute for the truth’s sake. His dislike of 
any fanaticism may prepare the ground for politics; but he 
despises politicians. Even in England he once considered that all 
politics was ‘factious’ and all opposition disloyal — only the 
enemies of the King’s Government had politics. He asked God in 
the National Anthem to ‘Confound their politicks, frustrate their 
knavish tricks.’ This type of conservative has much in common 
with the administrator who distrusts the expert, but himself lays 
claim to an intangible knowledge, or code of behaviour superior 
to mere political activity. He may also be a soldier — like General 
Groener, who described the German army in 1931 as ‘the one 
element of stability in a world of political flux’. He may be the 
priest of a national church, again considering himself to embody 
the permanent interests of the state as something apart from 
politics. The atheist Gibbon spoke well enough for his devout 
fellow-Tories when he praised ‘the usefulness of Christianity to 
Civil Polity’. 

Above all else, however, the conservative wants to appear as 
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the well-bred product of a landed aristocracy. Property is then 
thought of as outside politics, something which should never be 
touched by political enactments. He covers himself with a mys- 
tique of property: property, meaning primarily landed property, 
gives a man the experience and responsibility of the care of tenants 
— it can almost become ‘the cure of souls’. And property alone 
allows a man that leisure which is the condition for knowledge 
and independence. The argument is perennial. ‘Leisure,’ said 
Hobbes, ‘is the Mother of Philosophy.’ ‘The wisdom of a learned 
man cometh by opportunity of leisure; and he that has little busi- 
ness shall become wise .. .’, Burke quoted Ecclesiasticus: ‘How 
can he get wisdom who holdeth the plough ...?’ From this is 
drawn the consequence that any franchise, as Cromwell and 
Ireton said to the dissident Colonels of their army in the Putney 
Debates of 1647, must have an ‘eye for property’; must be given 
only to those who have a stake in the land’ and thus ‘a permanent 
interest in England’. For ‘if all men shall vote equally, many shall 
soon pass to taking hold of the property of other men.’ There are 
tradesmen and craftsmen who work with skill by their hands, again 
says Ecclesiasticus, and ‘Without these cannot a city be inhabited’; 
yet ‘They shall not be sought for in publick counsel... .” But if this 
long familiar argument is pressed too far, if it is adhered to as a 
fixed principle when circumstances change and the skilled worker 
demands a share in allocating the fruits of his necessary labour, 
then the response becomes inevitably what Colonel Rainborough 
replied to General Ireton: ‘Sir, I see that it is impossible to have 
liberty but all property be taken away.’ The attempt to put pro- 
perty above politics merely provokes the attempt to take away 
property without politics. Any such fixed principle is inherently 
unpolitical. It did not need Marx to teach us that disputes about 
the property relationship of society are one of the great causes 
of conflict in any state — the great business of politics to concili- 
ate. But there is no fixed line that can be drawn; the only thing 
that can be insisted upon is that ‘the property question’ be 
settled (unsettled and resettled) politically. So there is no 
reason for the conservative to appear surprised and pained when 
other interests sometimes fail to appreciate why his sense of 
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ineffable property should deserve special non-political respect. 

Then there is the conservative who makes a shibboleth of the 
fact that the first business of government is to govern. This is nota 
bad truth. But as often as liberals need reminding that it is a neces- 
sary truth, conservatives need reminding that it is not a sufficient 
truth. When the choice is really between any order and all anarchy, 
then it is enough just to govern; but more often the task of pre- 
serving a state must be seen in terms of governing well. Governing 
well means governing in the interests of the governed and, 
ultimately, there is no sure way of finding out which these interests 
are, but by representing them in the politically sovereign body; 
and there is no sure way of convincing people that all their interests 
may not be realizable together or at once, but by letting them try, 
letting them see for themselves the conflict of interests inevitable 
in any state. Again, if the government is to be strong, such politics 
must reach down to involve the very base of society. No group 
which is powerful can be permanently excluded from the franchise 
without driving it into sedition or breaking its spirit utterly. Ifthe 
government is to govern, there are no excuses for not governing 
well. Revolution, certainly, is the breakdown of politics, not an 
accelerated type of politics. But revolution more often takes place 
through the breakdown of an existing but negligent style of 
government, as in the American, French, and Russian Revolutions, 
than for the ideal reasons which the party who come to power in the 
resulting anarchy will then enforce as the official history of the 
pre-revolutionary era. If the conservative would tell us that politics 
is a matter of managing established real interests, then it is no use 
his flattering the doctrinaire thatrevolutions arecaused by ‘abstract 
ideas’, ‘restless innovation’ and ‘philosophical mistakes’.1 For 
the most usual cause of revolutions, when all is said and done, is 
not that some band of zealots —- who come to power during or after 
the revolution — has pushed the old government away, because 
they thought they knew all the time where they were going and 
what was going to happen next (as the historians of the revolution 
whom they afterwards commission will tell us); but just that the old 

1. See Michael Oakeshott, Rationalism in Politics (London 1962), passim, 
and Kedourie, Nationalism, op. cit. 
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government, probably for a great variety of reasons, simply ceased 
to govern. And the most usual cause of failing to govern is simply 
not knowing what the governed want or will settle for, through not 
giving them adequate representation. Too often the revolutionary 
is the man who must create order in the chaos left by failed con- 
servatives. Similarly the ‘doctrinaire’ can simply be the man who 
offers us reasons and explanations when the conservative has 
exhausted our patience with appeals to be trusted in the business 
which he knows best — and yet is in fact mismanaging. 

The conservative quarrel with the doctrinaire in politics is one, 
then, which often reflects too much credit on both sides. They can 
both claim more for the importance of certain slogans than these 
slogans may deserve. The conservative as anti-doctrinaire often 
needs to make up his mind whether he deprecates ‘political 
dogmas’ because they cannot work at all, or because they can be 
made to work too well. The case for ‘equality’ can be derided as a 
dogma impossible of realization, the product of a misunderstand- 
ing more than of a programme; but it can also be studied as a 
product of a particular history and shown not to be a rational, 
preconceived first principle at all, but the summary of the sup- 
pressed aspirations of — might one say? — underdeveloped social 
groups. If this is so, if the doctrinaire in power, the Danton and the 
Robespierre, in fact builds with old bricks more than he is aware — 
is completing tendencies towards centralization already afoot in 
France of the Ancien Régime, then what matter that he writes and 
speaks so pretentiously; let us see what he really does. Conse- 
quences may or may not flow from what a man says. We too often 
seek to explain things as a product of reason and doctrine which 
can only be explained as a product of history. And, as for the 
doctrine itself, a political doctrine is ‘doctrinaire’ only if it excludes 
other alternatives, the possibility of changing course at all, by the 
scheme it proposes — or, of course, if it is simply impractical. The 
conservative is himself doctrinaire if he thinks that a particular 
order or connexion can or should be always maintained, if only the 
rulers remain (or become) just and merciful and the people 
trusting and deferential. 

The conservative as anti-doctrinaire may appear to be on firmer 
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ground when he treats of politics as a purely practical activity, as 
an enterprise which is purely empirical. Events are reacted to as 
they occur; theories are avoided, experience is everywhere and 
alone sought after (or, at least, praised). Here is a would-be 
practical man who does not pretend to even the apparent qualifi- 
cations of the technologist in politics, but only to ‘character’ and 
‘intimations’. What even Edmund Burke called ‘this cant of men 
and not of measures’, is held to be the supreme political value. 
But, of course, no one is purely practical or purely empirical by 
any self-sufficient standard. To be practical at all, to drive a nail 
into a piece of wood, is to presume that it serves some purpose 
(even if the purpose is only play), is to have some prior idea of what 
hammers and nails can do and how wood reacts. To be purely 
empirical in politics is to presume to operate within a closed 
system of presuppositions and expectations. But the salient thing 
about the practice of politics is that no door is ever completely 
closed, and about the theory of politics is that it arises when closed 
societies are found unworkable or intolerable. 

The man who claims to be purely empirical in politics — indeed 
in the study of politics too — is simply preserving uncritically the 
established order, is simply a conservative without doctrine. 
‘Empiricism’ in this sense could be justly called ‘the English 
fallacy’. The English empiricist is a blinkered horse grazing in a 
well-ordered island garden. There may be, perhaps, some general 
reason for thinking that there is little that needs doing urgently in 
this garden; but it is a strange way of not looking at the actual 
importance of new ideas and general ideas in terrain so much more 
rugged elsewhere. This blinkered empiricist deplores the fact that 
other peoples take doctrines so seriously. 

Not all conservatives place this reliance on empiricism. Some 
are aware of its intrinsic capriciousness. Professor Michael Oake- 
shott tells us that: ‘From a practical point of view. . . wemay decry 
the style of politics which approximates to pure empiricism 
because we can observe in it an approach to lunacy.”! (Presumably 
only the lunatic without memory really tries to react, or has to 
react, to each event as it occurs as if it were a completely unique 

1. Oakeshott, op. cit., p. 115. 
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thing in itself.) Something is needed, he says, ‘to set empiricism to 
work’. And that something is dependence ‘upon a traditional 
manner of behaviour’. Politics is, then, as it were, a ‘conversation 
with tradition’, something we simply carry on with as part of the 
human condition, neither an argument nor a method for making 
new discoveries. We think that we are acting on first principles, 
but a little history can make us aware that they are neither first nor 
principles, but have their roots in actual political experience, 
however partial an abridgement they may prove to be of what is 
always a larger and more complex theme. We may think that we 
have high ulterior purposes, but we may in fact simply be enjoying 
what we are doing at the moment — like the pregnant girl in William 
Faulkner’s Light in August we may not, really, be looking for the 
fled or future lover at all, but ‘just travelling’ — for the sheer joyful 
hell of it. ‘Freedom,’ Oakeshott tells us, ‘is not a bright idea,’ but 
something ‘which is already intimated in a concrete manner of 
behaving.’ Now there is much to be said for this view. It is plainly 
superior to an ideological understanding of politics, to any 
attempted ‘pure empiricism’ as well, and it chastens the over- 
zealous claims of any particular political doctrine. But it has the 
difficulty of being too true in the pleasant circumstances it fits and 
of scarcely fitting some other circumstances at all. It is too true in 
the sense that it purports to be a general characteristic of political 
activity — and it is. But it is so general as to be, if not vacuous, yet a 
truism, no possible guide to political conduct. Now, of course, the 
holder of such a view will claim, with a large measure of justice, 
that he does not mean to offer any vulgar guide to conduct. He 
may, with scornful modesty, say that it is ‘impertinent’ of academics 
— for this is a very academic view -— to offer advice to politicians. 
Politics is simply politics. So it is. But it depends on what one means 
by politics. And it is simply not true, as we will see, that politics is 
always so intimately aligned with tradition. Tradition may be, in 
some sense, a necessary condition for politics, but it is very far 
from being a sufficient condition. 

Tradition itself, however, furnishes the biggest obstacle to seeing 
much significance in this view of politics — beyond a poetic 
perception that a thing is what it is. For political tradition is to be 
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considered not as a uniform, but as a coat of many colours. It is 
not even to be seen as a ship, but rather, to adapt a well-worn 
metaphor, as a convoy sailing together for mutual protection. 
Their business is plainly not, as the rhetoricians of the ship of state 
tell us, simply ‘to keep afloat on an even keel’ — even granted that 
with some neglected ships it is an achievement to stay afloat atall. 
For the ships’ masters have not merely a memory of from whence 
they came, but they will usually have some idea of where they think 
they are going — and they may not merely change their course while 
at sea if the winds veer, but they may, thanks to modern tech- 
nology, receive authoritative orders to alter their destinations 
entirely in response to some change in the terms of trade. And at 
every point of this noble metaphor of politics, the fact has to be 
stressed that we are dealing with a convoy. Onereason why the idea 
of treating politics as tradition is misleading is that, far from there 
being no conscious goals in any political order, there may be too 
many; each ship has to be restrained, for the period of common 
danger, from trying to steer its own course. 

There are always several traditions in any advanced or complex 
society. There is the tradition in England of the conservatives; but 
there is also the democratic tradition of what Mr Raymond 
Williams calls the ‘Long Revolution’, or of that ancient alliance of 
religion and political nonconformity which Algernon Sidney on 
the scaffold called ‘That oLD CAUSE in which I was from my youth 
engaged, and for which Thou hast Often and Wonderfully declared 
Thyself’. In France there are the many traditions of the Revolution 
itself, anti-traditional in substance though they all are. And in 
America the traditionalism of anti-traditionalism, fed froma dozen 
tangled roots, is flagrant: American political tradition is, in 
substance, liberal. The traditionalist is right — too right. The most 
crazy, the most far-gone and far-left, the most inventive of theories 
and ignorant of history youth — even — can hardly help relive, to an 
astonishing degree, the style of long, long forgotten political saints 
and martyrs. Politically, for instance, it is often a weakness of Left 
Wing parties in free states that they neither understand nor claim 
how traditional they are — just as they are shy of even patriotism 
as distinct from nationalism. But the conservative’s choice of being 
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traditional or anti-traditional is meaningless — something one need 
never make up one’s mind about, for the result is the same either 
way. The conservative scholar may think that he is simply making 
a point of general intellectual warning, with little direct relation- 
ship at all to political decisions: that we must always remember 
that all thought and action falls into some tradition of behaviour. 
But this argument is banal in the extreme. Indeed, if thus stripped 
down of all content and simply advocated as a method of studying 
politics, then the argument is circular, merely stating an identity: 
if everything is tradition, everything is — indeed — tradition. Then 
we need some other criteria to reduce the total flow of experience to 
recognizable and usable dimensions. More often, this academic 
conservatism is a great smuggler of content and substance under 
the guise of talking simply about method, education, and philo- 
sophy. ‘Tradition’, when left so undefined as being all tradition 
rather than particular traditions, becomes a concept very close to 
ideology. One offers a way of understanding everything; the other a 
way of explaining everything. Because everything is interrelated, 
both traditionalist and ideologist agree that nothing significant 
can be changed without changing everything. They simply draw 
different conclusions from the same inflated premise. 

The conservative as traditionalist only rescues himself from the 
obvious plurality of tradition by talking about the tradition, usually 
a ‘concrete’ tradition of political behaviour — a word that is the 
mark of a Hegelian in trouble. But this only becomes an argument 
to show that there is a correct and good tradition which blends the 
‘above politics’ kind of conservatism with the claim to have 
mysterious antennae which pick up intimations from the general 
will or the common good with insufferable prescience and sensi- 
tivity. The plain truth, however, is that what holds a free state 
together is neither general will nor a common interest, butsimply 
politics itself. Through the rough-and-tumble of politics the vary- 
ing traditions in a country, each with its own memories and pur- 
poses, strive for power with only a politic restraint. Politics is not 
really as subtle as the traditionalist would tell us — it is something 
much more rough-hewn and hard, more easily made and more 
easily marred. So the traditionalist would tell us that, since all is 
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vanity, politics is simply a conversation with tradition. But in the 
unfamiliar mode of Oakeshottian irony we hear, in fact, a familiar 
hortatory voice telling us that for any politics there should be one 
dominant tradition. Otherwise the identification of political con- 
servatism with traditionalism is little more than a pun. If all politics 
is traditional, then an actual conservative party or doctrine has to 
be understood, like any other party or doctrine, as the advocacy of 
particular social and economic doctrines in a particular time and 
place. The tradition then becomes seen as simply the tradition of 
the governing class. 

The conservative is usually the last to deny the amount, after all, 
of sheer accident in the practice of politics and the history of states 
— all that which can suddenly, like a river in flood, upset the most 
settled policy and the most careful plans, all that Machiavelli 
meant by ‘Fortuna’. But the conservative has a quite unfounded 
optimism that tradition will usually be able to absorb such shocks; 
or, if not, he simply shrugs and says: ‘aprés moi le déluge’ — a 
morbid realism that things may not work anyway which is often 
sloth and lack of imagination about how to try to shape events. 
The concept of tradition gives a poor picture indeed of the amount 
of inventiveness, innovation, and conscious dexterity which is 
necessary for any state to survive at all. The anthropologist can 
teach the political philosopher a great deal. There are very few 
communities, however primitive, in which the anthropologist does 
not find that custom serves a creative function of providing 
responses to new challenges to the survival of the community. 
Custom is a clearer concept than tradition to explain the relation- 
ship between the primary need of survival and the growth towards 
something fit to be called civilization. States survive only by con- 
stant adaptation to changing circumstances. Events may force us 
to choose. We may not be able to justify all of our choices, but we 
do not just sit back and enjoy the flow of experience. Tradition 
may be a guide, but alone it is a poor stimulus for survival — for 
survival at all can often demand a highly conscious degree of 
change, whether in agricultural techniques, in military strategy, 
in the pattern of trade, in the ownership of industry, or in the frame- 
work of governmental institutions. The traditionalist’s polemic 
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against the rationalist and the doctrinaire is almost always a 
valuable corrective; but it is not something sufficient in itself. The 
rationalist does at times have to insist that there is a limit to the 
number of patches that can be put on an old suit of clothes. 
Neither doctrine nor tradition are sufficient in themselves. The 
relationship between them, and between the many forms of them 
which may exist at any time, is politics itself. Let us be bold in our 
claim that politics is the ‘master-science’; it espouses habit for 
security, but it must also love lively inventiveness so as to deal with 
what fortune may offer. 

There is then a time of politics when it is not merely necessary 
‘to reform in order to preserve’ as Burke’s great maxim had it, but 
actually to create in order to preserve. John Adams once looked 
back with ironic justice to the debates of the Continental Congress 
in 1775: 


I knew that every one of my friends. . . had at that time no idea of any 
other government but a contemptible legislature in one assembly, with 
committees for executive magistrates and judges ... I answered by 
sporting offhand a variety of short sketches of plans which might be 
adapted by the conventions. ...I had in my head and at my tongue’s 
end as many projects of government as Mr Burke says the Abbé Sieyés 
had in his pigeon-holes, not, however, constructed at such length, nor 
laboured with his metaphysical refinements. I took care, however, 
always to bear my testimony against every plan of an unbalanced 
government. 


Here is the real politician in a circumstance where tradition alone 
gives little help. There are rival plans. One simply has to choose the 
best there is; plans cannot be avoided. Experience has to be dis- 
tilled into some abstract principles, some criteria at least for the 
judging of plans. Small wonder that the English conservative has 
usually had to treat American politics as if they did not exist. 
When everything has been said about how very traditionally 
minded were the American Founding Fathers, in correction to 
some earlier American myths about themselves, yet it is still crystal 
clear, contrary to the conservative myth of tradition, that the 
deliberate invention of institutions took place and had to take 
place, but by political means and for the sake of political order. 
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Then it is not always possible to preserve a political connexion 
without reforming or altering the basic framework of government 
to a degree which conservatives have often found intolerable. 
There are times when prudence and prescription fly apart. How 
often have Burke’s great pleas for prudence in dealing with the 
American colonies been taken as truths of politics and tone of real 
conservatism ? Do not stand on pride or points of law, he argued, 
but conciliate and be magnanimous: ‘Again, and again, revert to 
your old principles — seek peace and ensure it — leave America, if 
she has taxable matter in her, to tax herself. I am not here going 
into distinctions of rights, nor attempting to mark their bound- 
aries. I do not enter into these metaphysical distinctions; I hate the 
very sound of them... .’ But how easy to forget that this kind of 
appeal to lay aside legal right is also an appeal to the governed 
simply to trust without guarantees. And it is flagrantly clear that 
by 1775 this simply would not work: the trust has disappeared 
entirely. The Americans required guarantees that they could not be 
taxed but by their own representatives, not simply that if better 
men were in the saddle in Westminster they would be spared. The 
dogma of Parliamentary sovereignty lay in the way — as much to 
Burke as to Lord North; the reluctance of the conservative to 
think of Federal solutions obstructed any possible political 
solution. Written constitutional guarantees would not have meant 
the end of politics — only of one type of politics. And the only other 
way of maintaining the connexion with America failed because, 
after all, the degree of military strength required was not possible 
while England itself was politically divided on ‘the American 
question’. 

Conservatism is thus a doctrine of politics like any other. It 
is almost always partly true, but its precise truth will vary from 
circumstance to circumstance. It may profess to be anti-doctrin- 
aire, but it will in any particular formulation contain pieces of 
arbitrary dogma — like Oakeshott’s ‘tradition’ and Burke’s 
‘sovereignty’. If it merely counsels us to consult experience, then 
it is true for all types of politics, and does not carry us very far. 
Where it can carry one far is in circumstances which are far from 
universal. This good friend of politics has deserved special care 
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simply because he so often claims to know politics in the sense I 
defend better than any other doctrine — so he often may, but he 
may often exhibit a too jealous and too narrow attachment. The 
conservative contributes to politics like anyone else by trying to 
gain or maintain his interests — but his claim to be non-political 
only invites the suspicion that he does not always act in a political 
manner. He likes to be thought above politics. He prefers to settle 
public matters privately. 


THE A-POLITICAL LIBERAL 


If there is a conservative who expects too little, there is a liberal 
who expects too much. He wishes to enjoy all the fruits of politics 
without paying the price or noticing the pain. He likes to honour 
the fruit but not the tree; he wishes to pluck each fruit — liberty, 
representative government, honesty in government, economic 
prosperity, and free or general education, etc. — and then preserve 
them from further contact with politics. He may treat certain 
things as natural rights — thus by definition outside politics — or he 
may think that politics is simply the acts of political parties and 
politicians — thus narrowing the scope of politics drastically and 
unrealistically. This liberal is somewhat close to the technocrat in 
that he believes in a clear line of distinction between politics and 
administration, indeed between the state and society. But steeply 
though he draws such lines, he always leaves some place for 
politics. He merely tries to scrub it down, clean it up, and tether it 
firmly until this terrier becomes a fairly lifeless, if respectable, 
lap-dog. He overestimates the power of reason and the coherence 
of public opinion; he underestimates the force of political passions 
and the perversity of men in often not seeming to want what is so 
obviously good for them. He is not fond of political parties — when 
he joins them he sternly resists the corruption of principle by 
practicality. He tends to think in terms of an enlightened public 
opinion working on clear and simple representative institutions. 
The politician gets squeezed out; he is a mere intermediary, not a 
creative force; indeed the very word ‘politician’ in American 
English has retained its invidious meaning of the eighteenth 
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century. The politician is a ‘fixer’, and this is somehow thought bad 
even by businessmen. This liberal will join in political crusades to 
clean up this or that, but he abhors the political regular. If he hasa 
party at all, as in England at the moment, then it is a party of anti- 
party. He praises a man for saying that he would rather be right 
than President, quite failing to see what a dangerous and irrespon- 
sible attitude that can be. Here is a political type, in other words, 
whose besetting vices are self-righteousness and prudery. ‘We are 
all here on earth to help each other,’ W. H. Auden ironically 
remarked, ‘but what the others are here for, God only knows.’ 

The varieties of political experience are too great for such 
prudery. Politics involves genuine relationships with people who 
are genuinely other people, not tasks set for our redemption or 
objects for our philanthropy. They may be genuinely repulsive to 
us, but if we have to depend upon them, then we have to learn to 
live with them. The liberal tries to ignore these unpleasantnesses — 
at the cost, so often, of failing to govern at all. The liberal is a man 
who would govern, or would be a member of a responsible political 
party, if only every issue did not float up into his mind as an issue of 
first principle. This can lead to a dangerous incapacity for action — 
a refusal to use force, even in the defence of political values. The 
tragic fumbling of the French Assembly in face of Louis Napoleon 
and, a century later, in face of De Gaulle; the incapacity for action 
of Asquith’s Liberal Government faced by Conservative sedition 
in Ireland; the fear and legal formalism of the Weimar Republic 
faced by the Nazis; and the terrible slowness, in terms of world 
politics, of the American executive to ensure the legal rights of 
coloured citizens, these are all classic examples of liberal squeam- 
ishness and prudery. The great liberal Manchester Guardian in 1931 
solemnly counselled Hindenburg that it would be undemocratic 
to exclude the Nazis from the government since they were the 
largest single party. And plenty of ‘naive liberals’ and ‘decent 
conservatives’ in Germany believed that somehow the exercise of 
legal power would inevitably make the Nazis act in a normal 
political manner!. The liberals’ narrowness of vision supported 

1. See Brigitte Granzow, A Mirror of Nazism: British Opinion of the 
Emergence of Hitler, 1929-33 (Gollancz 1964), passim. 
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their dislike of themselves using power to defend ‘mere politics’. 

The prudery of liberals about politics can also lead to failure to 
understand the needs of the less respectable elements of society. 
There were some things they simply did not like to look at: trade 
unions in Great Britain; the new immigrants in the United States. 
The English liberal editor, W. T. Stead, once found his deckchair 
during an Atlantic crossing next to Boss ‘Tiger Dick’ Croker. 
Stead expounded, no doubt, the usual views of honest men on 
Tammany, but was honest indeed to record Mayor Croker’s reply: 


‘What is the one fact which all you English notice first of anything in 
our country ? Why, it is that that very crowd of which we are speaking, 
the minority of cultured leisured citizens, will not touch political work - 
no, not with their little finger. All your high principles will not induce 
a mugwump to take more than a fitful interest in an occasional election. 
The silk stockings cannot be got to take a serious hand continuously in 
political work. They admit it themselves. Everyone knows it is so. Why, 
then, when mugwump principles won’t even make mugwumps work, 
do you expect the same lofty motives to be sufficient to interest the 
masses in politics?’ 

‘And so,’ I said, ‘you need to bribe them with spoils?’ ‘And so,’ he 
replied, ‘we need to bribe them with spoils. Call it so if you like. Spoils 
vary in different countries, here they take the shape of offices. But you 
must have an incentive to interest men in the hard daily work of politics, 
and when you have our crowd you have got to do it in one way, the 
only way that appeals to them... .”4 


This is a remarkable passage. For it reminds us that politics has 
to be taken as it comes, or else abandoned. But even when it comes 
like Croker’s, it is serving some good purpose. Here was a way of 
bringing the Irish immigrant poor into the national life, a way of 
giving them some power so that they could shape as well as be 
shaped by those already long arrived in America. Politics was the 
way of advancement of the socially excluded — a way of gaining 
respect for them, crooked or not, out of respect for their power. 
The corrupt democratic politician like Croker seems a hard case 
of politics to defend, though his kind deserve thanks from the 
American liberal for at least helping prevent the rise of a political 


1. Quoted in M. T. Werner, Tammany Hall (New York 1928), p. 449. 
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labour movement — England de-classed its Crokers too quickly. 
But he must be defended against both the liberal prude who shies 
away from real political problems — him to whom class and ethnic 
discrimination ‘do not really exist’ — and against the man who 
would rather have honest autocracy than corrupt politics. Most 
liberals, one suspects, would prefer autocracy to corruption, 
because it is tidier and because it may honour personal virtues 
more — like honesty and sincerity (in which the liberal places an 
excessive trust: ‘if men were honest and sincere, all politics would 
disappear’ — says the liberal). But corruption is at least a human 
value, at least a loophole of choice or chance, compared to the 
awful inflexibility of an unchangeable government by dedicated 
moralists. The real objection to corruption in politics is not that it 
is an immoral act in itself — so is killing a fellow creature, even if 
we are dressed in uniform to do it; but that it may distort the 
representativeness of politics so that effective, responsive govern- 
ment becomes impossible or exceedingly hard. In a totalitarian 
state, corruption can actually preserve a germ of freedom. 

The liberal, then, wishes for the ends of politics, the reconcil- 
iation of freedom and order, but he is often unwilling to will the 
means. He piously wishes in ‘the interests of the individual’ to take 
the politics out of - oh — local government, the schools, the trade 
unions, business associations, newspaper ownership, churches, 
indeed pretty well everything except the Parliament or National 
Assembly. And there are even now worried idealists who would 
like to take the parties out of politics, or rather to make all elected 
representatives independent of party. This last demand is little more 
than a device to avoid the clear absurdity of asking to take the 
politics out of politics (unless he becomes, at this point, the auto- 
crat or technocrat meaning to take politics out of government). 
The Member of Parliament, he says, should make up his own mind 
freely as an individual — though it is not always clear why anyone 
actually in politics should be required to imitate the anarchist or 
the anchorite. 

The liberal, then, has been fertile in devices for putting politics 
at one side. His jealousy for the purity of liberty is so great that he 
tries to keep such a man-of-the-world as politics away from her, 
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His love of liberty can be superb and confident in every respect, 
except in relation to politics itself. For in liberalism as a doctrine, 
the goals are worthy but it offers a description and understanding 
of politics which is inadequate. The liberal rightly protests at every 
persecution of a person for his political opinions. But these opin- 
ions are seen as valuable because they are personal — as if political 
opinions exist on the same level of experience as moral or religious 
opinions. The fact that they derive, if they really are political, from 
some group interest or ideal, is deplored. ‘Individualism’ becomes 
not just a false description of political behaviour, but a dogma — 
a completely illicit inference from the empirical fact that each 
human being is unique. The liberal asks a man to consult his own 
self-interest — as did the utilitarians — or to try to will the common 
good — as did the later liberals; but he wishes to take away the 
corporate means by which these views in fact arise. Strictly 
speaking, there is no political self-interest, and no political com- 
mon good. Politics arises only because neither accidental self- 
interest, nor some arbitrary idea of the common good, provides a 
sufficient warrant to govern a free community. Individualismis not 
by itself'a political doctrine. A man is a man because he is not some- 
thing else. His self-identity is part of the human condition. Politics 
does not give him this, so it cannot take it away. Politics must re- 
spect individuality, rather than try to dissolve it away, as the ideo- 
logist attempts; but no particular style of politics follows from the 
great and simple fact of self-identity. Politics itself does depend on 
some assertive self-identity, but simply because all acts are acts of 
individual men. The differing interests which create politics, 
however, are group interests within a known area which cannot 
be treated as a total moral and social unity. This many liberals have 
never faced. For obviously the interest of a group is a far more 
rough and ready thing than the niceness and preciseness with 
which some people, so they tell us, can read the book of theirown 
conscience. The liberal, as we said, likes the smooth fruits without 
wishing to care for the gnarled tree. 

There is a sense, of course, in which we are nearly all liberals — 
we love liberty and we try to be tolerant; just as there is a sense in 
which we are nearly all conservatives. But liberalism has been a far 
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more precise doctrine of politics than many are now prepared to 
remember. And much of the dogmatic lumber which liberals 
would like to abandon is concerned with this very business of 
trying to put things outside politics. The liberal is more personally 
modest than the conservative, but more publicly inventive; he has 
always sought to put some laws of nature or constitutional laws 
outside politics, to bind even himself. At one time he believed, with 
Locke, that ‘life, liberty, and property’, or with Jefferson that ‘life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness’ were natural rights outside 
politics and government. Every known government must in fact 
legislate in ways that, to some degree, take away the lives of sub- 
jects, their liberty, and their property. The liberal might reject the 
idea of natural rights but put in its place some idea of a natural 
order — an economic system which if left substantially free from 
state intervention would lead to such increasing prosperity as to 
make politics become almost unwanted. The liberal’s picture of 
economics existing independently of politics only paved the way 
for Marx’s assertion of the primacy of economics over politics. 
Or he might believe, as in the radical liberal break from laissez 
faire, that there were simple electoral arrangements which could 
guarantee social harmony. At all times, the liberal has placed very 
great stress on the idea of a written or at least a fundamental 
constitution. For liberty to exist there must be some things which 
the government is legally prevented from doing. Liberals have 
defeated themselves in constant attempts to make final reforms — 
of the franchise, or fixed legal definitions of the scope of govern- 
ment intervention in economic life. But while it is of the essence of 
politics that everything cannot be treated politically at once, yet it 
is quite arbitrary to try to remove definite spheres of human activity 
from any possibility of political intervention or influence. Indeed, 
it is quite impossible to do so. Politics, as we have said, is the 
predominant but not omnipotent social activity; yet this pre- 
dominance must be free to turn in any direction if the need arises, 
either in terms of survival, or in terms of a clash of interests which 
cannot be ignored, which must be conciliated somehow. Religion, 
the liberal says, should be taken out of politics. The United States 
Constitution built a great ‘wall of separation’ between Church and 
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State. But can it go so far as to prevent people making religious 
issues in politics ? Obviously not, without destroying liberty. It can 
prevent the State giving direct aid to a church, but it cannot prevent 
co-religionists from giving direct aid to particular politicians — 
from whom they may not expect material favours at all, but only 
representation, ethnic or religious justification. If the Catholic 
Church and Catholic politicians in America campaign for Federal 
aid to parochial high schools, no amount of saying that this is 
unconstitutional can prevent it from becoming a political issue 
which then has to be dealt with in political terms. And if any group 
so large is frustrated in all its ambitions, though it might have 
ambitions more easily settled or granted than the schools question, 
the risk arises that it will cease to act politically. So much of politics 
is the ability to turn impossible demands (in a given circumstance) 
into possible substitutes. 

The arbitrage of politics is made much easier in advanced or 
complicated societies by the fact that few people are members of 
only one group, and the political interests of their groups may 
clash. This reflection adds to the absurdity of the traditional liberal 
picture, still alive in liberal rhetoric, of the state as the servant of 
society and of society as composed of isolated individuals all in a 
direct relationship with the state. Marxism here merely stands on 
the shoulder of liberalism in prophesying the eventual reign of 
(economic) society itself, finally emancipated from the meagre 
(political) state apparatus required by the great liberal philo- 
sophers and economists. There is, of course, no such thing as 
society in this sense. It is an abstraction expressing the fact that 
there is some relationship between various group interests in a 
given territory. It is not itself a group like other groups and in so 
far as it asserts a general relationship, this relationship is a product 
of politics or some other type of rule. The liberal has an antipathy 
to group interests which makes his theories of society inferior 
descriptions to those of the conservative or the socialist. His wide 
canvas of ‘society’ obscures the social question. And his claim that 
society is logically prior to the state begs the entire question of how 
politics holds divided societies together without destroying diver- 
sity. 
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The liberal’s distrust of the State frequently leads him to neglect 
the public sector of interest and expenditure. If the totalitarian 
ideologist forces public power into every private issue, the liberal 
tries to cut down all public power except where it serves private 
interests. The liberal neglects the public sector and inevitably stirs 
up those in need of public help and public care to distrust and 
resist the whole political system. As Professor Galbraith has 
argued, the liberal builds an affluent society on private splendour 
and public squalor. The liberal is so much in love with liberty that 
he can too easily neglect to make use of the public power of politics 
to maintain the external social conditions in which abstract liberty 
becomes meaningful to the many. 

Politics, then, the liberal is right, is a limited activity. But he is 
wrong to think that these limits can be expressed precisely in any 
general rule; such rules are themselves political attempts to com- 
promise and conciliate rival forces in a particular time and circum- 
stance. Politics cannot embrace everything; but nothing can be 
exempted from politics entirely. 


THE ANTI-POLITICAL SOCIALIST 


Socialism as a theory of politics is never less than a strong criticism 
of the narrowness of conservatism and of the generalities of 
liberalism. It is significant that conservative parties stay in power, 
as in Britain, by assimilating socialist measures — ‘conservative 
men and socialist measures’ is a potent political formula. And 
socialists have themselves assimilated liberalism and speak more 
often of fulfilling liberalism than of destroying it. Liberties, it is 
held, have meaning only if they can be exercised; liberties are 
meaningless while poverty limits the life of the majority to the 
narrow toil of mere survival; they become significant only amid 
some broad equality both of opportunity and condition. For 
political régimes to be stable, the opportunity for the habits of 
freedom has to be extended from the few to the many. Indifference 
to human suffering discredits free régimes; and if people are pre- 
vented by protective dogmas of ‘property’ or ‘free enterprise’ 
from expanding production and attempting a more equitable dis- 
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tribution of goods, then they will seek other dogmas which promise 
these things. All this, to the taste of this writer, is good. But the 
characteristic danger of socialist parties and thinkers is an im- 
patience which breeds a quest for certainty and a contempt for 
politics. They can become impatient with the slowness of political 
methods and they rediscover the tempting Marxist position that 
politics is but a sham or conspiracy by which the bourgeoisie tries 
to pervert or delay the advance of equality. J. S. Mill in his Repre- 
sentative Government wrote: 


It is not much to be wondered at if impatient or disappointed 
reformers, groaning under the impediments opposed to the most 
salutary public improvements by the ignorance, the indifference, the 
intractableness, the perverse obstinacy of a people, and the corrupt 
combinations of private interests armed with the powerful weapons 
afforded by free institutions, should at times sigh for a strong hand to 
bear down all these obstacles, and compel a recalcitrant people to be 
better governed. 


The actual record of social democratic administrations has been 
remarkably free from utopianism or from vast assaults on liberty 
in the name of progress. This actual record is, admittedly, a very 
small one, almost entirely confined to countries of Western 
European experience or influence: the Scandinavian countries, one 
majority government in Great Britain, the strong case of New 
Zealand, the precarious case of Weimar Germany, and some 
short-lived episodes in the French Third Republic — apart from 
some régimes in Latin America about which it is very hard to 
generalize. An Englishman has some excuse, however, for attach- 
ing peculiar importance to the case of the British Labour Govern- 
men of 1945-51. For it was the strongest socialist government 
there has ever been in a leading industrial power. It arose, like the 
other social-democratic régimes, in a context already political. 
Social democracy has been, as it were, an extension of existing 
political habits and values, not a reversal or a sudden challenge to 
non-political régimes. The exercise of power in a free society is a 
great teacher of responsibility. The leadership of the British Labour 
Party, though it did not lose all sense of vision, had certainly 
acquired by 1950 a remarkable sense that politics is the art of the 
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possible. The main source of wonder about that administration 
was not that they went as far as they did in great acts of national- 
ization, but that they were so uninventive in social reforms, par- 
ticularly in relation to education. 

Socialist rhetoric, then, has been more frightening (to those who 
cultivate their fears) than socialist practice. Rhetoric is the great 
sword of opposition. But this is not to deny that long oppositions 
incubate anti-political spirit. ‘Oppression maketh a wise man 
mad’; prolonged opposition makes a good man desperate and 
fanciful. The rank and file of the British Labour movement is rich 
indeed in ‘saints’. The ‘saint’ is someone who wishes to find prin- 
ciples worth sacrificing himself for. He may think that he has them 
already, but more often he will admit that he is still ‘a seeker’ after 
some new and blazing light. He likes to sound tough-minded and 
realistic about politicians, but somewhat like the non-political 
conservative with his intimations, the ‘saint’ can only live in the 
hope of future illuminations in which all things, from the first to 
the last, will be made plain. And this psychology — which has its 
own history and tradition — even breaks right outside the actual 
organizations of Labour movements. As in the so-called ‘New 
Left’ in Britain at the moment, it can reject all such real political 
attachments as corruptive of the pure spirit of socialist principle. 
Not until the Labour Party is reborn will the saints condescend to 
enter into its Kingdom. So, cutting themselves off from real hope 
of actual political experience or influence, they tend to scorn politi- 
cal methods and indulge in what they call theoretical thinking 
which is, in fact, mainly visionary thinking. ‘Realism’ thus be- 
comes the conviction that it may be necessary to suppress liberty, 
to destroy opposition, on a vast and violent scale, before anything 
of real good can come. They brood upon revolution like a fond 
nightmare and think themselves realists when they repeat, in con- 
stantly reinvented forms, Robespierre’s aphorism that one cannot 
make an omelette without breaking eggs. This is not to deny, 
particularly in their conduct (which is fresh, cheerful, and delight- 
ful), their passionate love of liberty; but they pretend that revolu- 
tions, ‘transitional periods’, ‘worlds in the making’ are the normal 
state of affairs for which their talents are uniquely suited. They 
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leap too quickly to the defence of every politically unnecessary 
injustice and bloodshed committed by the Soviets and, best of all, 
by an armed bohemian like Castro, with the a priori claim that such 
acts are necessary for economic progress. They are not themselves 
aware how much they distrust actual politics, so they are being for 
ever taken in by ideologists whose hatred of politics and freedom 
is quite genuine. They think in terms of stark contrasts of good and 
bad, moralizing every political issue so that every bad act ennobles 
someone — because the British attack on Suez was to be condemned, 
therefore the Dictator Nasser had his praises sung; because the 
American connivance in the unsuccessful invasion of Cuba was to 
be condemned, therefore Castro was beatified. 

Theirs is the tradition of ‘that stubborn crew of errant saints’, as 
caricatured long ago by Samuel Butler in Hudibras, the puritan 
knight: 

Such as do build their Faith upon 
The Holy Text of Pike and Gun, 
Decide all Controversies by 
Infallible Artillery; 

And prove their Doctrine Orthodox 
By Apostolic Blows and Knocks; 
Call Fire and Sword and Desolation, 
A godly-thorough-Reformation. ... 


Much of this violence is purely rhetorical; but it does leave 
some mark on their conduct. If they are not complacent like the 
conservatives, or prudish like the liberals — they will go every- 
where and look at every stratum of society, their sympathies are 
keener and wider; yet their attitude becomes pharisaical. If people 
will not live up to their standards and principles, so much the worse 
for the people. ‘Better,’ one hears, ‘that the Labour Party never 
win another election than that it abandon socialist principles.’ I 
do not need to press my argument too far; the point is very simply 
that such an attitude is not political. They pursue, in the terms of 
Max Weber’s distinction, an ethic of ultimate ends rather than an 
ethic of responsibility. They scorn ‘purely political’ considera- 
tions: the fact that there are, in any political community, a variety 
of different interests and moral ends which must be reconciled, if 
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one is to act politically at all; if not, then ignored for a time, or 
destroyed for ever. They do not believe in political action — which 
is, indeed, compromise, even though it can be creative com- 
promise: to build a better future out of a wide and discriminating 
sympathy for all the best elements in the past. They believe, instead, 
in moral gestures and demonstrations. They appear before the 
people, but they are not of the people. The ethic of ultimate ends in 
politics is, at its best, the phariseeism latent in pacifism; at its 
worst, it is the ruthlessness of Stalinism. They judge things by 
what is said more than by what is done — thus they appear almost 
irredeemably sentimental about the Soviet Union. ‘Where there 
is no vision’, indeed, ‘the people perish.’ But the vision needs to 
be a persuasive vision, not a strident, intolerant, denunciatory 
vision. The vision must be of people as they are, so hard to love, 
not the perverse desire to offend and denounce them in favour of a 
vision of an abstract people who will gamble, telly-view, and motor- 
mortgage themselves no more. They wish to build People’s 
Palaces, but not homes that actual people wish to live in. They 
indulge themselves in love for humanity, but are embarrassed by 
men. 

The ultimate absurdity of this kind of political anti-politics is a 
style of behaviour which I do not think it too parochial to call 
‘student politics’. It is a style recognizable in other lands and in 
other times. It is the style of the amateur (who avoids real political 
work) joined to that of the enthusiast (who wants a doctrine and 
‘a cause’ more than he wants criteria for judging between doctrines 
and causes). It is the style of those who think more of building 
“New Jerusalem in England’s green and pleasant land’ than of the 
more humdrum, limited but immediate benefits which actually 
winning an election might bring to the electorate. ‘Student poli- 
tics’ is the politics of affirmation. Groups must be got, typically 
student groups themselves, whatever their nominal purpose, to 
affirm certain principles or ‘their stand’ on each and every great 
issue of the day. If necessary, groups must be invented to do just 
this. Such a process of affirmation is quite endless. A judgement 
has to be delivered on everything of any conceivable importance. 
This affirmation usually carries with it a certain arrogance that 
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they —as youth — have a particular right to be heard — as youth; for 
they are the next generation, or through the positive power of in- 
experience they have the innocent-eye, a Rousseauistic purity in 
a corrupt and artificial age — or some such nonsense. And all this 
usually goes with a complete forgetfulness that such politics is not 
really politics at all. Their attitude to political involvement is like 
that of the coy maid of the story towards marriage; they dart 
between fears too deep and hopes too high. There is almost nothing 
that can do less harm or good to man or beast, or which has less 
political power, than students’ politics. They can, indeed, occa- 
sionally pass from affirmation to demonstration, thus setting some 
real problems for the police and striving desperately — almost as an 
end in itself — to ‘catch the public eye’, that is to get a paragraph 
in an evening paper. The making of gestures becomes an end in 
itself. From this type of political education politics becomes seen 
as a series of great moral occasions on which one lends one’s voice 
to a protest, or — in societies more dull but righteous — to a vale- 
dictory address to one’s leaders or to some foreign delegation of 
similar affirmers. Thank God and alas, politics is not really like 
that. Here then, once again, is the pseudo-politics of large issues. 
Only large issues are considered worthy of attention — the bomb, 
the race question, the problem of the underdeveloped areas, etc. —a 
state of mind generous, beyond doubt, but precarious and quite 
unpolitical. The politician must insist, whether he risks being 
thought boring or just immoral, that precisely because all these 
issues are important, genuine advance or control will take time, 
patience, and even pain at choices of where effort must be made at 
any moment, always at the expense of something else, since we do 
live in a world, as yet, where time, energy, and resources are 
limited, but where demands seem infinite. 

The voice of student politics in Britain, for instance, says ‘Ban 
the Bomb’, with fantastic disregard of a level of scientific and 
technological knowledge in nuclear physics which makes ‘ban- 
ning’ about as sensible as urging the abolition of all hemp, steel, 
and electricity in order to make capital punishment impossible. 
The problem of the military use of atomic power is a problem of 
control, not of all or nothing. But control is a complicated political 
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problem — so abandon politics and ‘Ban the Bomb’, indeed uni- 
laterally, just to make no mistake that one is not interested in 
politics or diplomacy in any form. It is characteristic of “student 
politics’, of this whole type of anti-political socialism, that its 
followers do not use their skills, as one might expect, in ever 
drawing up plans or schemes of control, or even in simply discuss- 
ing criteria for priorities in action among so many real alternatives; 
rather, they tend to treat each issue as it comes up as a matter of 
‘principle’, beyond political compromise — and then drop it and 
pass on to the next act of affirmation. They are as suspicious of 
anyone who professes to study ‘weapon systems’, their use and 
control, as is the non-political conservative. This unnatural alli- 
ance is strengthened by the fact that most of the apostles of 
‘strategic studies’ are American (here is only one of several points, 
indeed, on a great circle where the anti-political socialist and the 
non-political conservative seem to join hands as a matter of prin- 
ciple to deny any middle ground of actual political responsi- 
bility). 

The man who treats everything as a matter of principle cannot 
be happy with politics. The man who says ‘we cannot compromise 
until we have gained “x” or “‘y’”’’, or that ‘‘‘a” and “‘b” must 
never be given up’ is acting unpolitically, even though he may be 
playing a part in a political system. Whoever says ‘we must never 
compromise our ideals’ is either dooming himself to frustration or 
pledging himself to authoritarianism. Ideals are valuable as ideals 
and not as plans for a new order of immediate things. And ideals 
should not be confused with the means to their attainment. By all 
means let us never compromise a genuine ideal — ‘true equality’ or 
“social justice’ perhaps. But let us not then say that ‘more national- 
ization’ or ‘democracy’ are first principles which can never be 
abandoned or modified. For these things are only relative means 
to what we may take to be absolute ends (there is no need, as we 
shall see, for the defender of politics to take sides on whether such 
absolute ends or ideals are meaningful or not); their applicability 
must vary with time and place. The man who speaks the language 
of absolute demands -— say ‘a guaranteed living wage’ or ‘the right 
of property’ (or of compensation for property taken) — should at 
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least be expected to realize that these things are gainable or relin- 
quishable in a multitude of different forms. They are, in a word, 
negotiable — political, not total, commitments. To entertain poli- 
tics at all is inevitably to enter into a world of morality in which 
one is aware of sacrifice as much as of aspirations (and at times 
‘absolute principles’ may have to be sacrificed as much as material 
goods and personal pleasures—for some worth-while purpose); and 
in which one is aware of public responsibility as well as of private 
conscience. It is said that someone asked Lincoln once why he 
looked ‘so sad and so wise’. He replied: ‘because I know I can’t 
get everything I want.’ 

To descend to a more immediate political level, to consider for 
a moment a precise politics, rather than to continue to attack the 
enemies and the false friends of politics, may be pardonable since 
by so doing we can begin our praise of politics. The British Labour 
Party after its electoral defeat in 1959 was thought to be in the 
midst of a unique crisis. Week after week for almost two years 
members of this party seemed to be tearing themselves to pieces 
with very little need for outside help. Quarrels continued — and still 
do — between those who spoke of going back (or forward) to ‘first 
principles’ of socialism and those who talked about revisionism 
and modernization. Both sounded as doctrinaire as the other, both 
talked in terms of the true constitution of the party, and both 
claimed to express the true nature or history of the movement. 
And ‘both’ has been itself a simplification of many rival factions 
forming on this and that principle, one moment in alliance with 
other factions, another moment opposed, as the argument has 
shifted to different ground. The curious thing was that few com- 
mentators disputed with the journalists that this was, indeed, a 
unique crisis. In fact, the smallest degree of historical perspective 
should convince one that the British Labour Party and the Labour 
movement has always been very much like this. There is something 
almost comic in the belief that there is a ‘Left’ or a ‘Right’ of 
which either one or the other must and can win a clear victory if 
the party is to survive or to win elections. For the Labour Party 
has found its support in all sorts of different places. It has never 
been a party of a single doctrine. And even if that single doctrine 
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is called socialism (there are in fact many socialist doctrines), it 
should be obvious that this is only one part of the actual Labour 
movement. The main motivating power has always been the desire, 
as it was when the party was founded, simply to get more repre- 
sentation of organized labour in Parliament — organized labour 
including some very unsocialistic trade unions. The Labour move- 
ment in Britain has been a remarkably wide coalition, both of 
interests and of ideals, held together by a common sense of in- 
justice arising from the monopoly of power once held by the 
Conservative and Liberal Parties and by their lack of sympathy 
or response to working-class needs and working-class prestige. At 
no time was the Labour Party ever ‘truly socialist’ — a party ofa 
single doctrine. The many voices of nonconformist and anti- 
establishment England joined together in the coalition of the 
Labour movement.? 

To think of the growth and survival of British Labour is to be 
impressed not with the efficacy of a single doctrine, but with the 
wonder of politics. It was acting politically that bound these forces 
together into a party of which, all too obviously, an intellectualized 
socialism was only one part. It was an essential part; it may well 
have been and could be again, the driving force; but it was not the 
whole of the machine. And most political machines or parties are 
rather like that; certainly in the eyes of an ideologist, they are 
coalitions — always insufficiently unified. (And much of the mis- 
understanding about political parties arises from the natural 
tendency of the parties themselves to try to discredit each other by 
picturing each other as far more doctrinaire than they can pos- 
sibly be.) Coalitions need ruling politically. This is the truth of 
politics which a profane old doctrinaire, Jimmie Maxton, once 
recognized, but was apparently ignored not merely by the ‘saints’ 
but also by the late Hugh Gaitskell: ‘A man who can’t ride two 
bloody horses at once has no right to a job in the bloody circus.’ 
Politics has rough manners, but it is a very useful thing. 


* 


1. I leave this passage exactly as I wrote it in 1961 — foresight, not 
hindsight, or rather a simple application of thinking in political terms. 
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We have criticized here certain styles or tendencies in conservative, 
liberal, and socialist doctrines. The entire doctrines do not stand 
condemned. And even where they might seem, when considered 
alone, to challenge the political way of rule, yet they rarely in fact 
appear alone. None of them has a permanent tendency towards 
that real hatred of politics which characterizes ideological thought 
and totalitarian doctrines. They seek to persuade or exclude oppo- 
sition, but not to destroy it. They are normally content to work in 
a political system with other parties or doctrines pulling and push- 
ing them, perhaps only a little but still some, this way and that. A 
political system may be sufficiently well grounded in history, habit, 
and belief to withstand much unconsciously unpolitical or even 
anti-political behaviour. (A statesman may even think that he is 
acting according to some ideological principles; but ifhe is subject 
to political pressures, his actual behaviour may be more reason- 
able than his rhetoric.) Political doctrines are products of time and 
circumstances; there are occasions when elements of them all 
seem needed. But this does not make it sensible to try to synthesize 
them into some perfect political packet; for they do represent 
different interests and their common acceptance of political 
methods does not in the least imply agreement on anything more 
fundamental than that. This, perhaps, is our whole argument. 


Chapter 7 
IN PRAISE OF POLITICS 


And every man that striveth for the 
mastery is temperate in all things. 
St Paul 


In the prison of his days 
Teach the free man how to praise. 
From W. H. Auden, 
In Memory of W. B. Yeats 


POLITICS deserves much praise. Politics is a preoccupation of free 
men, and its existence is a test of freedom. The praise of free men 
is worth having, for it is the only praise which is free from either 
servility or condescension. Politics deserves praising as — in 
Aristotle’s words — ‘the master-science’, not excusing as a neces- 
sary evil; for it is the only ‘science’ or social activity which aims at 
the good of all other ‘sciences’ or activities, destroying none, cul- 
tivating all, so far as they themselves allow. Politics, then, is 
civilizing. It rescues mankind from the morbid dilemmas in which 
the state is always seen as a ship threatened by a hostile environ- 
ment of cruel seas, and enables us, instead, to see the state as a city 
settled on the firm and fertile ground of mother earth. It can offer 
us no guarantees against storms encroaching from the sea, but it 
can offer us something worth defending in times of emergency and 
amid threats of disaster. 

Politics is conservative — it preserves the minimum benefits of 
established order; politics is liberal — it is compounded of particu- 
lar liberties and it requires tolerance; politics is socialist — it pro- 
vides conditions for deliberate social change by which groups can 
come to feel that they have an equitable stake in the prosperity and 
survival of the community. The stress will vary with time, place, 
circumstance, and even with the moods of men; but all of these 
elements must be present in some part. Out of their dialogue, pro- 
gress is possible. Politics does not just hold the fort; it creates a 
thriving and polyglot community outside the castle walls. 
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Politics, then, is a way of ruling in divided societies without 
undue violence. This is both to assert, historically, that there are 
some societies at least which contain a variety of different interests 
and differing moral viewpoints; and to assert, ethically, that 
conciliation is at least to be preferred to coercion among normal 
people. But let us claim more than these minimum grounds: that 
most technologically advanced societies are divided societies, are 
pluralistic and not monolithic; and that peaceful rule is intrin- 
sically better than violent rule, that political ethics are not some 
inferior type of ethical activity, but are a level of ethical life fully 
self-contained and fully justifiable. Politics is not just a necessary 
evil; it is a realistic good. 

Political activity is a type of moral activity; it is free activity, and 
it is inventive, flexible, enjoyable, and human; it can create some 
sense of community and yet it is not, for instance, a slave to 
nationalism; it does not claim to settle every problem or to make 
every sad heart glad, but it can help some way in nearly everything 
and, where it is strong, it can prevent the vast cruelties and deceits of 
ideological rule. If its actual methods are often rough and imper- 
fect, the result is always preferable to autocratic or to totalitarian 
rule — granted one thing alone, that sufficient order is created or 
preserved by politics for the state to survive at all. Praise, in politics 
as in love, beyond the early days of idealization, can only hearten 
if it paints a picture plausible enough to be lived with. It must be 
asked, when is politics possible at all? It is possible when there are 
advanced or complicated societies, societies with some diversity of 
technical skills and which are not dependent for their prosperity or 
survival on a single skill, a single crop, or a single resource. Not all 
societies (or people) are in this position. Some primitive societies 
may be so near the margin of survival, so dependent on constant 
toil and on the precarious success of harvests or trade in a single 
commodity, that they never amass any capital, hence no leisure, 
no margin for tolerance, and hence no possibility of political cul- 
ture. Diversity of interests, which creates a speculative recognition 
of alternatives, may simply not exist, or if so, be a luxury endanger- 
ing sheer physical survival. Advanced states in times of war or 
emergency revert to this condition; if everything depends on the 
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military, then everything is subordinated to military considera- 
tions. But, of course, a people who have known politics will be 
more reluctant to accept this condition on trust; they will take some 
chances with survival in order to preserve liberty. 

Diversity of resources and interests is itself an education. Men 
living in such societies must appreciate, to some degree, alternative 
courses of action — even if just as speculative possibilities. There 
is then not just a technique of doing some one thing, but an abstract 
knowledge of how other things are done. Some division of labour 
exists and this, of itself, creates attempts at seeing their relation- 
ships: abstract knowledge. The Greek polis was perhaps the first 
circumstance in which a division of labour went together with a 
division of interests (or speculative alternatives) to a sufficient 
degree to make politics a plausible response to the problem of 
ruling such a society. Politics is, as it were, an interaction between 
the mutual dependence of the whole and some sense of indepen- 
dence of the parts. Obviously the small size of these cities helped to 
make politics possible. The idea and the habit of politics stood 
little chance of administrative survival in an Empire as large as 
Rome, when so many parts of the Empire were entirely dependent 
on their immediate crops and on the military power of the centre. 
In an Empire politics must expand from the Mother City, or perish 
under the burden of the struggle for sheer survival and the habits of 
autocratic rule which it is forced to create in the true citizens. Part 
of the price of the Commonwealth’s remaining a British Empire 
would almost certainly have been autocracy in Britain itself — as 
France came at least so near in the attempt to keep Algeria. And 
the Romans did not even have the fortunate necessity of having to 
negotiate politically with other independent powers — the quasi- 
politics of international relations. 

Thus diversity of resources and interests is itself the education 
which is necessary for politics. There is no a priori level of educa- 
tion — even literacy or any such test — which can be laid down as 
necessary for politics. The level of education will be relative to the 
level of technological development. The unique modern problem 
arises when advanced, Western industrial technology is suddenly 
introduced into a hitherto colonial or underdeveloped area. Then 
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there will almost inevitably be a time lag, at least, between a coun- 
try’s ability to handle these particular skills itself and its ability to 
develop or recognize a speculative sense, even, of the alternative 
uses to which these skills and this capital can be put. The simul- 
taneous introduction of Western ideas, including that of free 
politics itself, may help; this is also a resource and a skill. But 
politics has to strive against an initial sense that the introduction of 
scientific and industrial technology is one unified and overwhelm- 
ing good. Industrialism becomes at first a comprehensive 
slogan. The fact of new machines is confused with the doctrine 
of ‘technology’: that technology solves everything and that 
all problems are technological. Perhaps only time can show that 
not merely are real choices of policy called for at every stage of 
industrialization, but that new and real differences of interests are 
created. 

Here is, of course, the great hope of many that freedom will grow 
even in the Soviet Union, even in China. The complexity of indus- 
trial society, it is argued, will force genuine negotiation first be- 
tween the party and the managers, and then with the scientists and 
perhaps even the skilled workers. At least the managers and the 
scientists, it is argued, because of their function cannot be pre- 
vented from meeting together, from developing corporate interests 
divergent from those of the party and the party ideology. This is a 
reasonable hope, but it is only a hope. Certain conditions of the 
modern age work against it. There is the power of bureaucracy. 
One of the great conditions for, and achievements of, the process 
of state consolidation and centralization in the whole modern 
period has been the growth of centralized, skilled bureaucracies. 
The idea of a rational bureaucracy, of skill, merit, and consistency, 
is essential to all modern states. Like democracy, as we have seen, 
bureaucracy is a force that strengthens any state — political, auto- 
cratic, and totalitarian alike. The bureaucracy, like the priesthood 
of medieval Christendom, can become more than an intermediary 
between the scientists, the managers, the workers, and the seat of 
power; it can become a conservative power on its own acting in the 
name of whoever controls the state at the time when these great 
changes begin. This ambivalent factor of bureaucracy, necessary 
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to all states, strengthening free and unfree alike, has then to be 
seen in the context of a second obstacle to the hope that industrial- 
ization by itself creates freedom. 

There is also, as part of industrialization, as we have been at sad 
pains to insist, a genuine revulsion from, hatred of, and theoretical 
attack upon, politics. Politics itself is attacked for dividing com- 
munities, for being inefficient, for being inconclusive and — with a 
completely false but powerful idea of science — for being anti- 
scientific. Political thinking is replaced by ideological thinking. 
The force of abstract ideas is not to be ignored — though it is the 
academic fashion of today to do so. So if we ask when is political 
rule possible, we must also add — far from formally — that it is pos- 
sible only when at least some powerful forces in a society want it 
and value it. And it follows that politics is not possible when most 
people do not want it. The element of will is not independent of 
circumstances, but it may often and has often weighed the scales 
one way or the other. Certainly, there is little doubt at the moment 
which of the two great fruits of Western civilization — politics and 
technology — is in greater demand in the non-Western world. If 
Western history demonstrates that they did emerge together, this 
is no guarantee that in their migration they will always be received 
together. 

Skilled manpower is itself a crucial factor for the possibility of 
politics in underdeveloped areas. The demand on educational 
resources, on the very small skilled talent available at all, for 
scientists, doctors, and engineers, may make the vocation of 
politics seem either an unjustifiable luxury, or else seem a refuge 
for not merely the second-rate, who anyway are the bulk of steady 
representative figures in free societies, but for the utterly third-rate. 
In this dilemma it is worth noticing that the lawyer often holds a 
key position. In Nigeria, for instance, and in most of the present 
and former British colonial dependencies, the profession of law is 
highly esteemed and sought after. It was almost the only avenue of 
social advance for the educated, and the most likely springboard 
for politics. The supply of lawyers is already greater than the 
demand, at the moment, for strictly legal work. This can mean that 
political values are kept alive — when politics becomes the arena of 
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the talented underemployed. But, of course, it can also mean that 
if political opposition has been silenced out of principles or alleged 
necessity, the supply of skill for a despotic bureaucracy is ensured. 
Hope and fear spring, once again, from precisely the same factors.! 
The decision depends, once again — in large part at least, on a con- 
scious affection for politics or disaffection from it. 


* 


Closely related to this decision is what some writers mean by 
praising ‘political ethics’ or ‘constitutional ethics’ as a condition 
of free societies: simply that people must agree to, or accept, the 
solution of social problems by political and legal means. Problems 
can always be attacked by autocratic means. There was a time, as 
we have seen, when liberals had a profound distrust of party and 
faction. James Madison argued in the great Tenth Paper of The 
Federalist (one of the masterpieces of political literature) that 
factions were, indeed, selfish and divisive. But he argued that they 
were inevitable (he said ‘natural’) and could be eliminated (which 
they could be) only at the cost of eliminating liberty; they could 
and should be restrained, but not destroyed. Indeed, as the state 
has grown larger and more complex, we go beyond this and say 
that such organized factions — better still, parties as things which 
are capable of forming responsible governments — are essential to 
free politics in the modern state. They should pursue their ‘selfish’ 
ends, for they are devices, whatever their doctrines or lack of doc- 
trine, by which an electorate may hold a government responsible 
for its actions; and they are gauges by which a government may 
learn what it can safely and properly do. But they must be forced to 
pursue their aims in a way which does not endanger public order 
and their aims should be limited, if they are to be worthy of support 

1. Perhaps it is not merely pride which has made several ‘national leaders’ 
recently cancel the scholarships of students studying abroad, who are 
reported, amid the heady freedom of London or New York, to have ex- 
pressed even slight doubt that their leader has all the virtues of, shall we say, 
Mohammed and Lenin combined. Such men depend on the skills and the 
support of such youths. One knows the cost and the risk, but such youths 


may be in a stronger position than they think — if they are in earnest with 
their scepticism. 
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by free men, to things which can be done without destroying poli- 
tics. However convinced men are of the rightness of their party, 
they must compromise its claims to the needs of some electoral and 
legal framework, at least so far that the only way of removing it 
from power does not have to become revolution. Political com- 
promises are the price that has to be paid for liberty. Let us not 
delude ourselves that we are not paying a price; but let us summon 
reasons to think that it is normally worth paying. 

Political power is power in the subjunctive mood. Policy must be 
like a hypothesis in science. Its advocates will commit themselves 
to its truth, but only in a manner in which they can conceive of and 
accept its possible refutation. Politics, like science, must be praised 
for being open-minded, both inventive and sceptical. One is not 
acting politically if one pursues as part of a policy devices intended 
to ensure for certain that it can never be overthrown. This condi- 
tion embraces both the well-meaning but futile attempts of con- 
stitution makers to put something permanently above politics 
(though it may be part of politics to make the gesture), and the 
autocratic attempt to forbid or destroy opposition. The true 
activity of scientists, not the myth of ‘scientism’, should give some 
comfort -— if only by analogy — to politicians. When anything is 
deemed to be fixedly true by virtue of the authority who pro- 
nounces it, this thing can be neither politics nor science. Every- 
thing has to be put to the test of experience — though some men are 
better at framing hypotheses or policies than others. If all boats are 
burnt, if assertions are made categorically, as in a totalitarian 
party, then the pace of the advance can only be intensified and 
made desperate. Politics is to be praised, like science, for always 
retaining a line of retreat. 


For independent positions in society to survive there must be some 
institutional framework. And this framework can be thought of as 
guaranteeing these independencies. There is a long tradition of 
Western political thought which sees the essence of freedom as the 
cultivation of constitutional guarantees. The laws or customs 
which define the framework of government and representation 
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must be put on some different footing to ordinary customs or acts 
of legislation. There must be, it is said, some fundamental law, 
something entrenched against the momentary caprice of govern- 
ment or electorate — something at least made more difficult to 
change than ordinary laws. Some writers, then, properly aware of 
the difficulties and dangers of calling free régimes ‘democratic’, 
call them ‘constitutional-democracies’ and speak of ‘constitu- 
tionalism’ as the key to free politics. This view deserves praise — 
but a qualified praise. 

Let us simply realize that this is desirable but impossible to 
ensure. Some political societies survive without such a strengthen- 
ing of their foundations. Constitutionalism is itself a doctrine of 
politics. Like any doctrine of politics it says that something is the 
case and that something should be. It says that political govern- 
ment is limited government: that governments cannot do every- 
thing we or they may want. This is true. But it also says that we 
should guarantee that they should not try — and this is impossible. 
There are no guarantees in politics. Guarantees may have to be 
offered as part of politics. But while guarantees stop short of giving 
independence to a former sub-group or dependency, they remain 
themselves things subject to change, negotiation, and, even in the 
most rigid-seeming written Constitution, interpretation. Con- 
stitutionalism is vitally important to politics. It is one of the great 
themes of Western thought and a fruitful concept in that it leads us 
always to see abstract ideas as needing institutional expression, 
and to see existing institutions as existing for some purpose. But 
the praise of politics as constitutionalism needs to be realistic; it 
needs to be seen that it is the belief itself in fundamental or consti- 
tutional law which gives this law force. No law can survive the 
withering of the belief. No law can survive the growth of new needs 
and demands; if the fundamental law is not in fact flexible, it can 
hinder more than help free politics. Constitutions are themselves 
political devices. They may be viewed as self-sufficient truths in the 
shortrun; but in the long runit is political activity itself which gives 
— and changes — the meaning of any constitution. When we praise 
a constitution we are doing no more than praise a particular 
abridgement of a particular politics at a particular time. If the 
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abridgement was a skilful one and circumstances are kind, it may 
last into a long middle period and help to give stability to a state. 
But, in the long run, though the words are the same and formal 
amendments to it may be few, the meaning of it will be different. 
Even the old Anglo-American Whigs, the arch-constitution- 
makers, used to say that no constitution was better than the 
character of the men who work it. 

Certainly, at any given time a settled legal order is necessary for 
freedom and politics. Law is necessary in any society at all com- 
plex and people should be able to find out what it is fairly precisely 
and to use it fairly cheaply. (Litigation, not politics, is the neces- 
sary evil of free states.) The autocrat was, indeed, an arbitrary 
ruler — making laws without any process of consultation or litiga- 
tion. And the totalitarian leader thinks of law as policy: people are 
judged not for specific breaches of the law, but for not living up to 
the general ideals of the régime. Certainly politics should be praised 
in procedures. Since the business of politics is the conciliation of 
differing interests, justice must not merely be done, but be seen to 
be done. This is what many mean by the phrase ‘the rule of law’. 
The framework for conciliation will be a complexity of procedures, 
frustrating to both parties, but ensuring that decisions are not made 
until all significant objections and grievances have been heard. 
Procedure is not an end in itself. It enables something to be done, 
but only after the strength behind the objections has been assessed. 
Procedures help to stop both governments and litigants from 
making claims which they cannot enforce. Procedures, legal or 
Parliamentary, if given some temporary independent power them- 
selves, tiresome, obstructive, and pettifogging though they may be, 
at least force great acts of innovation to explain themselves pub- 
licly, at least leave doors open for their amendment if the govern- 
ment has misjudged the power of the forces opposed to it. More 
praise, then, for politics as procedure than for politics as constitu- 
tional law, since, while there is no doubt that procedures are neces- 
sary for politics, there is also no doubt that every particular 
procedure is limited to time and place. Justice Frankfurter once 
asked the interesting question whether one would rather have 
American substantive law and Russian procedures or Russian 
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substantive law and American procedures. Every essay should be 
pardoned one enigma. 

Some common views about constitutions are more helpful if 
restated in political terms. Some claims for necessary legal ele- 
ments in political order need seeing, by just a shift of perspective, 
as themselves parts of political order, or as possible but not exclu- 
sive types of political order. Consider the view that free govern- 
ment depends upon legally instituted checks and balances and the 
division of powers. People at times have felt extremely certain 
about this. 

Alexander Hamilton wrote in the Ninth Paper of The Federalist: 

The science of politics, however, like most other sciences, has received 
great improvement. The efficacy of various principles is now well under- 
stood, which were either not known at all, or imperfectly known to the 
ancients. The regular distribution of power into distinct departments; 
the introduction of legislative balances and checks; the institution of 
courts composed of judges holding their offices during good behaviour; 
the representation of the people in the legislature by deputies of their 
own election: these are wholly new discoveries, or have made their 
principal progress towards perfection in modern times. 


But these are not ‘principles’ at all. They are already the sum- 
mary of an existing political practice in which power was divided, 
indeed to an extraordinary degree; and in which legislative checks 
and balances already existed in most of the separate Colonial or 
Provincial Assemblies as the procedural products of a long 
struggle between the Royal Governors and the Assemblies, indeed 
between factions in the Assemblies themselves. The American 
Federal Constitution was an invention intended to summarize and 
synthesize an existing division of powers into a Federal Union 
which had itself only the minimum power necessary to ensure 
common survival. (Federalism has been a practical response to 
divided power more than a way of dividing it as a matter of prin- 
ciple.) And in America these divisions had been astonishingly 
political in nature. They were predominantly the separate interests 
of thirteen existing fully political units. Only through these politi- 
cal units could ‘national’ and sectional economic and social 
differences express themselves. 
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This is not to say, however, else our praise would be but faint and 
local, that Hamilton’s ‘principles’ (even if not strict principles) 
had relevance only to American Colonial conditions. As we have 
argued, there already exist in certain advanced societies divisions 
of power, group interests with independent strength from the 
state itself — independent at least in the sense that the central state 
is not willing to risk destroying them, but is conscious that it must 
conciliate them. It is these divisions which make the Constitution 
necessary; they are not created by it. The constitutional principle 
of the division of powers only affirms the reasons for which politics 
arises at all, and attempts to make them secure amid the need 
for strong government to maintain both internal and external 
safety. The constitutional principle of checks and balances only 
affirms the need for organized participants in politics to remem- 
ber that their willis not the only will. Even when this will does 
seem to be in fact the only will, typically in the first generation of 
some colonial Liberation, it affirms the need for this unified 
majority to set obstacles against itself developing illusions of 
infallibility and permanence. In the constitutions of many of 
the American states there was, indeed, the praiseworthy spectacle 
of a unified majority willing to bind itself against itself. The 
binding can never be permanent, but it can set up sufficient 
obstacles for second thoughts to follow any initial impetus for 
great innovations. 

So the relativity to time and place of all constitution-making 
does not mean that we are driven back merely to the maintenance 
of order as the only clear criterion of good government. Mere 
order is not enough to satisfy men as they are. Politics will fail if it 
cannot maintain order, as at the end of the French Fourth Repub- 
lic; but it is a counsel of despair to think that all that can be hoped 
for is public order and ‘merciful and just rulers’. We live in a 
democratic age whether we like it or not. And if none of the devices 
for limiting power and for subjecting governments to control, 
even when they extend their control of the economy vastly, are 
permanent or sure, yet we have learned more about such devices, 
even about constitution-making, than the tired or despairing con- 
servative will usually allow. Politics, again we insist, is a lively, 
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inventive thing as well as being conservative. We can use it for 
good and deliberate ends. 


* 


Political rule should be praised for doing what it can do, but also 
praised for not attempting what it cannot do. Politics can provide 
the conditions under which many non-political activities may 
flourish, but it cannot guarantee that they will then flourish. ‘One 
cannot make men good,’ said Walter Bagehot, ‘by Act of Parlia- 
ment.’ No state has the capacity to ensure that men are happy; but 
all states have the capacity to ensure that men are unhappy. The 
attempt to politicize everything is the destruction of politics. 
When everything is seen as relevant to politics, then politics has in 
fact become totalitarian. The totalitarian may try to turn all art to 
propaganda, but he cannot then guarantee that there will be art as 
distinct from propaganda — indeed by his concern to destroy or 
enslave the abstract speculation of the philosopher or the creativ- 
ity of the artist, activities apparently quite irrelevant to mere 
political power, he demonstrates that these irrelevancies are 
necessary to free life and free society. The totalitarian, like the 
autocrat, may try to make use of religion until he is powerful 
enough to destroy it, but he is driven to degrade men in order to 
try to prove that there is no soul which need not fear the body’s 
harm. 

To ensure that there be politics at all, there must be some things 
at least which are irrelevant to politics. One of the great irrele- 
vancies to the total-politician is simply human love: 


How can I, that girl standing there, 
My attention fix 

On Roman or on Russian 

Or on Spanish politics? 


— the poet rightly asks. The girl, of course, may happen to be in- 
volved in politics — Yeats had his Maud Gonne and Zhivago his 
Larissa — but the value of the involvement between the poet and 
the girl is not political. Yeats called this poem ‘Politics’ and 
headed it with a remark of Thomas Mann’s: ‘In our time the 
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destiny of man presents itself in political terms.’ Would Mann, 
one wonders, have disagreed with this splendidly contemptuous 
criticism, or would Yeats have made it, were either sure that the 
other was using politics in the narrow sense which we have striven 
to show is its best sense, and not as standing for all forms of power 
and authority ? If man has a destiny, politics is obviously incom- 
petent to legislate about it; but it can keep him alive and free to 
seek it. If artistic activity is an end in itself, then it is the denial of 
politics to start laying down laws about art. No wonder poets and 
writers have constantly explored the theme of the clash between 
political values and art and love. The independence of art and love, 
it is some comfort to think, are not merely the sure signs of a free 
society, but have a deep influence in making men think freedom 
worth while amid the temptations there are to surrender ourselves 
to the sense of certainty offered by an ideology. Politics does not 
need to defend itself against the anarchy and irresponsibility of the 
artist and the lover; it does not need even to claim that it is neces- 
sary for everyone to be involved in and to support politics. (It can 
withstand a lot of apathy; indeed when the normally apathetic 
person suddenly becomes greatly interested in political questions, 
it is often a sign of danger.) But if the politician, too, has a little 
proper pride in his vocation, he can at least ask such critics whether 
they are not sometimes confusing state power in general with 
political rule in particular, or, more subtly, are not accusing 
political régimes of being purely democratic — democracy, 
again, as the belief that because men are equal in some things, 
they are equal in all. It is this belief against which the very 
existence of the philosopher, the artist, and the lover is a unique 
testimony. 

Even in true politics, however, there is no guarantee that there 
will not, in some unhappy circumstances, be a clash between the 
public interest and private conscience. Indeed the paradigm-case 
of political philosophy, the point at which this new thing began, 
was Plato’s picture of the trial of Socrates as just such an event. 
Plato, of course, leaves us in no doubt that love of wisdom — philo- 
sophia — should be put before love of country; and he was con- 
demning a particular democratic régime. But — the mark of the 
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great artist — he could not help but give us enough of the other side 
of the case to show that Socrates really could be thought a danger 
to the state, by corrupting the most able youth of the city with a 
technique of self-doubt at a time when the city was struggling in 
war for very survival, and needed every ounce of military ability 
and civic patriotism available. Certainly Plato’s Socrates himself 
saw no way out of the dilemma but death. He could not promise, 
as an inspired philosopher, to hold his tongue for the duration of 
the hostilities. Nothing can guarantee us against genuine tragedy 
— that moral virtues can lead to disaster in certain circumstances — 
except belief in an ideology which abolishes tragedy by making 
every sacrifice a pragmatic calculation towards gaining future 
benefits for the collective cause. 

One of the great disappointments of modern liberalism, made 
possible by democracy, was the need and the ability to introduce 
military conscription, first in time of war, and then even in times 
of the mere threat of war. Conscription taught liberals a sad lesson 
in the primacy of survival over personal liberties. But how great 
and praiseworthy was the fact that even in the Second World War, 
even in genuinely total war, Great Britain, and to a lesser extent 
the United States, solemnly made provision for conscientious 
objection to military service. Let one be as critical of the bizarre 
concept of ‘conscience’ which arose in the tribunals as one likes. 
Let one be as Machiavellian as one can and call it a mere gesture, 
something which would never have been tolerated if the numbers 
involved, or the example, had proved in the least bit a hindrance 
to the war effort. But the gesture was a gesture towards the kind of 
life which a political régime thought it was trying to preserve. If 
someone’s sense of self-identity was so deeply bound up with 
feeling it impossible to kill a fellow human being, then that sense 
of self-identity had to be respected. Perhaps pacifism as a social 
force did not matter very much. And a pacifist was just as useful — 
as some of them sadly realized — replacing an agricultural labourer 
for service in the infantry as he would have been serving himself — 
probably more so. But it is the mark of political régimes that they 
do not, as ideological régimes do, condemn even ineffective oppo- 
sition out of sheer arrogant principle. It is the mark of freedom 
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that, even if ideas may have to be prevented from achieving institu- 
tional and powerful form, the ideas themselves are not forbidden 
and hunted down. We cannot always get what we want, but if we 
lose the ability to think of wanting other things beside what we are 
given, then the game is lost for ever. 

Political activity is important not because there are no absolute 
ideals or things worth doing for themselves, but because, in ordin- 
ary human judgement, there are many of these things. Political 
morality does not contradict any belief in ideal conduct; it merely 
sets a stage on which people can, if they wish, argue such truths 
without degrading these truths into instruments of governmental 
coercion. If the truth ‘will set you free’ and if the service of some 
ideal is held to be ‘perfect freedom’, let this be so, so long as the 
advocates are prevented from involving others in the fraudulent 
freedom of coerced obedience. The view that the belief in absolute 
ideals (or what Professor K. R. Popper has called ‘essentialism’) is 
dangerous to political freedom is itself intolerant, not a human- 
istic view of society but a gelded view, something so over-civilized 
and logically dogmatic as to deprive many of any feeling that any- 
thing, let alone free institutions, is worth while. Freedom and 
liberty are not ends in themselves, neither as methods nor as sub- 
stitute moralities ; they are part of politics and politics is simply not 
concerned, as politics, with absolute ends. It need neither affirm 
nor deny. And when sceptics or true believers are in fact acting 
politically, it should teach us to take with a grain of salt the ‘purely 
practical’ or ‘the purely ideal’ construction which they put on 
their own involvement. Political morality is simply that level of 
moral life (if there are other levels) which pursues a logic of con- 
sequences in the world as it is. To act morally in politics is to con- 
sider the results of one’s actions. 

Lincoln once set out to define the position of the new Republican 
Party on the slavery question. He said (in a speech of 15 October 
1858): 


The real issue in this controversy — the one pressing upon every mind 
- is the sentiment on the part of one class that looks upon the institution 
of slavery as a wrong, and of another class that does not look upon it as 
a wrong. ... The Republican Party .. . look upon it as being a moral, 
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social, and political wrong, and while they contemplate it as such, they 
nevertheless have due regard for its actual existence among us, and the 
difficulties of getting rid of it in any satisfactory way, and to all the 
constitutional obligations thrown about it. .. . I repeat it here, that if 
there be a man amongst us who does not think that the institution of 
slavery is wrong in any one of the aspects of which I have spoken, he is 
misplaced, and ought not to be with us. And if there be a man amongst 
us who is so impatient of it as a wrong as to disregard its actual presence 
among us and the difficulty of getting rid of it suddenly in a satisfactory 
way, and to disregard the constitutional obligations thrown about it, 
that man is misplaced if he is on our platform. We disclaim sympathy 
with him in practical action. 


This is true political morality — indeed political greatness. If any- 
one is not willing to walk this kind of path he might be happier to 
realize that he has in fact abandoned politics. He may abandon 
them for the lead of the benevolent autocrat who will promise the 
end of slavery tomorrow, or he may simply do nothing because he 
is not willing to muddy his conscience with such ‘terrible com- 
promises’ or equivocation. As regards the greatness of a man who 
can sharpen the issue so clearly, I admit that there is always an 
alternative interpretation of such words — hypocrisy. Someone 
may just be offering excuses for not doing something which he 
does not believe in anyway. This is a matter of judgement — and 
perhaps the motive does not matter if the right public actions 
follow, except to the man’s own soul and to his biographer. ‘ Hypo- 
crisy,’ said Swift, ‘is the tribute that vice pays to virtue.” What 
matters in politics is what men actually do — ‘sincerity’ is no excuse 
for acting unpolitically, and insincerity may be channelled by 
politics into good results. Even hypocrisy, to a very, very small 
degree, keeps alive something of the idea of virtue. Certainly on an 
issue such as slavery, some people must keep a pure moral vision 
alive, but such visions, perhaps held only by ‘saints’, fanatics, 
reformers, intellectuals, will be partially fulfilled only when there 
is an attempt to realize them in terms of public policy. There is little 
doubt in Lincoln’s case that he did truly believe that slavery was a 
‘moral, social, and political wrong’. But it is rare good fortune for 
the leader of a state himself to combine absolute ethics and the 
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ethics of responsibility. And these are things only to be reconciled 
through time. 

The politician must always ask for time. The hypocrite and the 
enemy of reform uses time as an excuse for inaction — literally the 
‘time-server’ or the slave to time, he whose vision is entirely 
limited to the immediate. But ‘eternity’, said the poet Blake, ‘is in 
love with the products of time’. ‘Eternal values’ cannot be treated 
as immediate values; but time in itself is nothing but a tedious 
incident on the way to death unless in it and through it we strive to 
achieve — what the Greeks looked for in the public life — ‘immortal 
actions’, ever memorable reforms, monuments to the belief that 
civilization can advance. In 1955 the United States Supreme Court 
declared that racial segregation in all American schools supported 
by public funds was unconstitutional. It enjoined the responsible 
authorities to integrate, not immediately — which would have been 
impossible, without the use of force incredible to imagine in a free 
society — but with ‘deliberate speed’. This was an act not merely of 
great moral (and presumably legal) significance, but of political 
wisdom. The law is now known. That is as far as a Court or a 
moralist can go. But it will be an act of political cowardice if the 
Federal executive cannot now constantly nudge the unrecon- 
structed time-servers to implement the law. Time by itself solves 
nothing; but time is needed to attempt anything politically. 

Now let us continue to praise Lincoln as a great politician on 
even harder grounds, which may scare away still more fair- 
weather friends of politics —or men who would do good if it did not 
mean walking, like Bunyan’s Pilgrim, through both Vanity Fair 
and the Valley of the Shadow of Death. In the middle of the hardest 
time of the American Civil War, Horace Greeley, a militant aboli- 
tionist, challenged Lincoln to commit himself to immediate 
emancipation as a matter of principle. Lincoln replied: 


My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not 
either to save or destroy slavery. If I could save the Union without 
freeing any slave, I would do it; and if I could do it by freeing all the 
slaves, I would do it; and if I could do it by freeing some and leaving 
others alone, I would also do that. What I do about slavery and the 
coloured race, I do because I believe it helps to save the Union, and 
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what I forbear, I forbear because I do not believe it would help to save 
the Union .. . I have here stated my purpose according to my view of 
official duty, and I intend no modification of my oft expressed personal 
wish that all men, everywhere, could be free. 


Lincoln put preservation of the Union, the political order itself, 
above everything else, not because he did not care for Negro 
suffering and exclusion — he did; but because only if there was a 
Union again, a common political order again between North and 
South, could any of these problems be tackled. Suppose I will risk 
the case of politics on even more unhappy grounds than Lincoln 
actually had to face — that a man in his position could have felt 
confident of winning the war and preserving the Union only by 
promising not to use his emergency powers as Commander-in- 
Chief to emancipate the slaves. Would this have been justified ? I 
think the hard answer is obviously — yes. The first responsibility of 
a leader is to preserve the state for the benefit of those to follow. 
Suppose such a leader had privately believed that after his making 
such a promise the legislature would, immediately after the war, 
overrule him. This is no deceit; he could not have been held respon- 
sible for their actions — or if so, it would have been an agony for the 
private conscience faced with the primacy of public responsibility. 
Suppose even the darkest situation of all, that he had privately 
believed that once his promise was made and once his war-time 
powers were gone, the legislature would not emancipate the slaves. 
The personal agony of such a position as this cannot be evaded, 
and it would be hard to blame a man who would abandon politics 
in such a situation in the sense of resigning from office. But even 
then such a man as Lincoln would probably not have abandoned 
power, for the true political statesman knows that while there is 
political power at all, while there is a representative assembly, 
nothing is really certain, no single aspect of policy is not negotiable 
somehow, realizable in however small a part in the flexibility and 
management of a free assembly. 

The example of Lincoln is not too bad a one on which to rest this 
case for politics — however much pietistic myths have obscured the 
grosser human tale of political action. He offended beyond reason 
many responsible men of his day by rarely being willing to talk 
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seriously in private, by his infuriating retreats into badinage and 
the telling of old jokes. His dignity was a very variable quality. He 
Seems to have been an indifferent administrator, disorderly, incon- 
sistent, and even slothful; his relations with Congress were often 
inept and usually bad. But, for all that, he is as great an example of 
a mere politician as can be found. If this claim actually sounds 
more odd to American than to English ears, it is because American- 
English, or rather American liberalism, has debased the word 
‘politician’. True, he preserved the State as a statesman; but he 
sought to do it, even at the height of the emergency, politically. (It 
is not helpful to inflate, as is done in American vernacular, every 
small but honest politician into a ‘statesman’). Lincoln, before his 
death, made it quite clear that he would oppose Congress if they 
sought to treat the South as a conquered territory without con- 
stitutional rights. The task, he said, was that of ‘doing the acts 
necessary to restoring the proper practical relations between these 
States and the Union’; he scorned ‘deciding, or even considering’ 
whether these States had ever been out of the Union; he ironically 
suggested, almost parodying his own best style, that ‘each for ever 
after, innocently indulge his own opinion whether, in doing the 
acts, he brought the States from without, into the Union, or only 
gave them proper assistance, they never having been out of it’. 
Politics, as we have seen, is indeed a matter of ‘practical relations’, 
not of deduction from higher principles. 

Lincoln had little dignity, but he had enough authority and he 
did not have pride. Pride is an easy vice for any whose business must 
be in the public eye. But a true politician cannot afford it. The poli- 
tician lives in a world of publicity, calumny, distortion, and insult. 
He is often looked down upon by polite society as being a mere 
‘fixer’ and an ‘opportunist’ (though it is puzzling why this last 
word always has a bad meaning); and he is mocked by intellectuals 
for rarely having ideas of his own: 


a politician is an arse upon 
which everyone has sat except a man 


~ which is the whole of an easy poem by e. e. cummings. And, 
indeed, the politician, beneath his necessary flexibility, will rarely 
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be a man of less than normal pliability and ambitions. He will pro- 
voke such cheap mockery from spectators. But he will not take 
these things to heart. The successful politician will learn how to 
swallow insults. The successful politician keeps in mind the English 
nursery proverb: 


Sticks and stones may break my bones 
But names will never hurt me. 


He does not store up memories of insults and nor does he, when in 
power, take opposition personally, making a matter of principle or 
of /ése majesté of every ungenerous suspicion hurled upon him. A 
politician, like any of us, may not be above such pettiness; but he 
has no need for it, so he must not show it. The temptation is great, 
however. It is now an offence in Ghana’s criminal code, punishable 
by up to three years in prison, to defame or insult President 
Nkrumah. This law is a sad monument to a man who showed such 
zest and ability for politics when in opposition himself. It is sad to 
think that this tender soul may not even have enjoyed such politics. 
Lincoln once remarked, with pragmatic humility: ‘A man has not 
the time to spend half his life in quarrels. If any man ceases to 
attack me, I never remember the past against him.’ He told one of 
his generals: ‘I wish you to do nothing merely for revenge, but that 
what you may do shall be solely done with reference to the security 
of the future.’ The politician has no more use for pride than Fal- 
staff had for honour. And if when suddenly dismissed from favour, 
he then invokes pride and asks for employment and honour, he is 
just kicking against the terms of his trade which he, like any of us, 
had ample opportunity to study. Politics as a vocation is a most 
precarious thing, so we should not grudge the politician any of the 
incidental rewards he can pick up. But we must always beware that 
he does not grow bored or frustrated with ‘mere politics’ — that all 
this need for compromise stops him from doing what is obviously 
best for the nation. The price of politics is eternal involvement in 
politics ourselves. 

The political leader, as we have seen, may have to take risks with 
liberty to preserve the nation. He may have to invoke ‘sovereignty’ 
and, at this point, the leader who cannot lead is not worth having. 
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But he will lead so that politics can survive. Lincoln wrote to 
General Hooker: ‘I have heard, in such a way as to believe it, of 
your recently saying that both the army and the government 
needed a dictator. Of course it was not for this, but in spite of it, 
that I have given you command. Only those generals who gain 
successes can set up dictators. What I now ask of you is military 
success, and I will risk the dictatorship.’ Free politics is a risky 
business, though not so risky as dictatorship. And ‘free politics’, 
as I have sought to show, is really a pleonasm — either word will do. 
If a politician has pride, it must be, as Aristotle distinguished, a 
‘proper pride’ — in his skill at his conciliatory vocation, not hubris, 
the attempt to be more than a man, which commonly makes a man 
less than a man. 


* 


Conciliation is better than violence — but it is not always possible; 
diversity is better than unity — but it does not always exist. But both 
are always desirable. Perhaps it all comes down to the fact that 
there are two great enemies of politics: indifference to human 
suffering and the passionate quest for certainty in matters which 
are essentially political. Indifference to human suffering discredits 
free régimes which are unable, or which fear, to extend the habits 
and possibility of freedom from the few to the many. The quest for 
certainty scorns the political virtues — of prudence, of conciliation, 
of compromise, of variety, of adaptability, of liveliness — in favour 
of some pseudo-science of government, some absolute-sounding 
ethic, or some ideology, some world-picture in terms of either race 
or economics. Perhaps it is curious, or simply unnatural, that men 
who can live with dignity and honour in the face of such endemic 
uncertainties as death, always so close in the norma! possibilities of 
accident and disease; as love, its precariousness and its fading, its 
dependence on the will and whims of others, yet can go mad for 
certainty in government — a certainty which is the death of politics 
and freedom. A free government is one which makes decisions 
politically, not ideologically. 

There is no end to the praises that can be sung of politics. In 
politics, not in economics, is found the creative dialectic of oppo- 
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sites: for politics is a bold prudence, a diverse unity, an armed con- 
ciliation, a natural artifice, a creative compromise, and a serious 
game on which free civilization depends; it is a reforming con- 
server, a sceptical believer, and a pluralistic moralist; it has alively 
sobriety, a complex simplicity, an untidy elegance, a rough civility, 
and an everlasting immediacy; it is conflict become discussion; and 
it sets us a humane task on a human scale. And there is noend tothe 
dangers that it faces: there are so many reasons that sound so 
plausible for rejecting the responsibility and uncertainty of free- 
dom. All that we have tried to do is to show why political activity 
is best seen as only one form of power relationship and political 
rule as only one form of government; and then to advance some 
arguments to show why the political solution to the problem of 
government is normally to be preferred to others. The only end to 
such an incomplete essay of defence and praise is to repeat drily 
what it is we have been describing. 

Aristotle repeated his definition in almost the same words as we 
quoted at the beginning: 


The object which Socrates assumes as his premiss is ... ‘that the 
greatest possible unity of the whole polis is the supreme good’, Yet it is 
obvious that a polis which goes on and on, and becomes more and more 
of a unit, will eventually cease to be a polis at all. A polis by its nature is 
some sort of aggregation. If it becomes more of a unit, it will first 
become a household instead of a polis, and then an individual instead 
of a household. ... It follows that, even if we could, we ought not to 
achieve this object: it would be the destruction of the polis. 


A FOOTNOTE TO RALLY THE ACADEMIC 
PROFESSORS OF POLITICS! 


Ther bith ij kyndes off kyngdomes, of the wich that on is a 
lordship callid in laten dominium regale,and that other is callid 
dominium politicum et regale. And thai diversen in that the first 
kynge may rule his peple bi suche lawes as he makyth hym 
self. ... The secounde kynge may not rule his peple bi other 
lawes than such as thai assenten unto. 


(Sir John Fortescue, The Governance 
of England, ed. Charles Plummer, 
London 1926, p. 109) 


(a) THE POLITICAL SYSTEM 


That while politics is probably present to some degree in all 
systems of government, that some systems are usefully 
differentiated as ‘political systems’. The political system is 
both an ‘operative ideal’ and the most scientific standard of 
comparison available. 


ENGRAVED on the ring of power there are two primal curses upon 
all who profess to study the types and ways of Government. One is 
the curse of separation: that walls of fire flare up between the 
study of ‘institutions’ and the study of ‘ideas’. The other is the 
curse of identification: that when we ask in the common tongue for 
the market-place of ‘politics’, students are quite happy to direct 
us to any old castle called ‘government’. 

While both government and politics are all but universal pheno- 
mena, yet the most useful distinctions for any theories which would 
explain governmental activity are between degrees of political 
activity; and there are societies whose systems of government do 
not merely contain some political activity, but normally depend 
on political activity to function at all. These are properly differ- 
entiated as ‘political systems’, what Aristotle meant by ‘polity’, 


1. See p. 11 above. 
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Fortescue’s dominium politicum et regale, what the Whig trans- 
lators meant by ‘mixed government’, or what Machiavelli, the 
Furopean inhabitants of Free Cities, and the American patriots 
meant by ‘republican’. 

Political science, or the study of politics, is, of course, concerned 
with all types of government. And there are many classificatory 
schemes or typologies which inhabit the text-books — for different 
purposes (but all for some purpose, consciously or unconsciously). 
But it is unnecessary to deny that political science has a peculiar 
commitment to political rule or the political system, if only for the 
obvious but important reason that as an activity it exists only with 
great difficulty in non-political systems, and does not exist at all as 
a free science in anti-political régimes. The tetm ‘politics’ is am- 
biguous, but only in two ways, both easily distinguished. In the 
Politics, for instance, we see Aristotle using the term to stand for 
the general study of all systems of government, but also to point to 
what he regarded as a peculiar system of government, and the one 
that was normally the best. He even says, as we have seen, that 
Plato would press the idea of moral unity — as being the essence of 
good government — so far that ‘a polis. . . will cease to be a polis’. 

Basically there are three styles of government which arise in 
societies of any degree of complication, that is, in societies which 
recognize that there are deeply rooted conflicts of interest (whether 
moral or material). There is the tyrannic or autocratic way where it 
is attempted to solve the problem of diversity and order (the prob- 
lem of government) by the authoritative enforcement of one of 
these interests as a compulsory consensus. There is the political or 
republican way where it is attempted to conciliate these differing 
interests by in some manner letting them share in the business of 
government. There is the modern fotalitarian way where it is 
attempted to create a completely new society, such that conflicts 
would no longer arise, by means of the guidance and enforce- 
ment of a scientific ideology whose claims, both for knowledge 
and allegiance, are total. The most common form of ‘politics’ in 
the first type of society is passive obedience (usually worship); in 
the second is individual participation or citizenship; and in the 
third is mass enthusiasm (the pie is always in the sky). 
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When Aristotle called politics ‘the master-science’, he simply 
meant, not that it explained all other ‘sciences’, activities, or 
interests, but that it was the one that gave the others some reason- 
ably acceptable mutual priority in their claims on the scarce 
resources of any known community. Certainly if the fundamental 
problem of society is that demands are infinite and resources are 
always limited, politics, not economics, is the master-science. 
Decisions as to the allocation of resources are ultimately political; 
and they are political, not just governmental, if they are in a 
manner which is rational in the sense that all relevant factors are 
considered — by having political devices of public consultation 
and (in varying degrees, of course, but always some) ‘free speech’, 
And this process of political consultation and conciliation ob- 
viously depends both on peculiar institutional arrangements, some 
form of representation, and on a peculiar tradition of speculation 
about policy (neither of which are universal phenomena — like 
science and technology, they have been products and exports of 
Europe). Politics is the master-science, both as an activity andas a 
study (and it will be argued that neither the activity nor the study 
can exist apart from each other). The ‘political system’ is both the 
‘operative ideal’ of normal politics and the most scientific stan- 
dard of comparison available to us. That this is neither arrogance 
nor tautology becomes clear if we consider, first, both a type of 
popular distaste for politics at all and the theoretical assault on 
its explanatory primacy as a theory of how societies hold together. 
The political system is not necessarily part of all social systems 
since it is meaningful to deny that one wants it. 


(b) ANTI-POLITICS 


That there are meaningful attitudes and theories which 
reject politics, thus showing its unique character. 


Sometimes those who dislike or hate politics have a better under- 
standing of the specificity and importance of the political system 
than do those who take it for granted. Even in régimes obviously 
both ‘political’ and ‘democratic’ there are those, as David Ries- 
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man wrote in The Lonely Crowd, who ‘hate politics even though 
they would insist that they only hate bad or corrupt politics’. 
Certainly we need more studies of such attitudes and the move- 
ments associated with them. For the moment, may one just appeal 
to common experience? One meets many people to whom it is the 
first test of a new acquaintance’s sensibility that he despises 
politics, politicians, and political speculation (even occasionally 
among those who profess ‘the subject’). He may be allowed to 
press a handful of good causes on one, but he must then make 
clear that their fulfilment is thwarted by politics; or he may com- 
plain that the rational planning of his private industry or of the 
‘public interest’ is prevented by the intrusion of politics. 

It would be easy if such people’s views were based on a complete 
misunderstanding of the nature of political activity. On the con- 
trary, they may understand it better than some academic students 
of politics. They object to its most characteristic features — com- 
promise, conciliation, uncertainty, conflict; to its necessary 
ambivalence or tension between preservation and creation; and 
to its curious movements between bureaucratic anonymity and 
the magnification of personality in politicians. To some, the 
politician is a standing insult to personal idealism, because in the 
practice of his vocation he has to treat deep divergences of values 
as natural and as mere differences of preferences or opinion. To 
others, the politician is a barrier to efficiency because he com- 
promises particular interests instead of making total plans. 

Even those who admit that politics as an activity is a ‘necessary 
evil’ may deride any attempts at formulating theories of politics. 
Politicians themselves commonly believe that they are ‘purely 
practical men’, and many historians flatter them in the strange 
(and usually partisan) belief that this means they neither need nor 
are influenced by theories. Then there are intellectuals who have 
no time for political theory since it does not take into account 
aesthetic matters — fortunately; they are often more interested in a 
theory destructive of politics, Marxism, because it does talk of 
these things — as it talks (predictably) of everything.’ 

Others formulate theories which make all politics something 

1. Witness the current fad for this torturous trimmer, George Lukacs. 
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inherently irrational or subsidiary, something to be ‘explained 
away’ by religion, psychology, economics, sociology, or even 
biology. There is a lot to be said in favour of inter-disciplinary 
zeal — and even more in favour of refusing to take much notice of 
the conventional pedagogic boundaries of subjects; but we want 
to make use of many bodies of knowledge precisely because 
government and politics are the social activities which most affect 
both the stability and worthiness of all aspects of society. 

Marx formulated such an argument when he described the 
political state as a bourgeois state (agreeing thus with the whole 
tradition of ‘polity’ from Aristotle through Machiavelli), but then 
as a system of coercion and deceit: politics was a trick of the State 
to prevent the reign of Society. He spoke in the Communist Mani- 
festo of the need to deprive the ‘public power’ of ‘its political 
character’. This had been explicit in an article in Vorwédrts in 
1844: ‘Political thought is really political in the sense that the 
thinking takes place within the framework of politics. The clearer 
and more vigorous political thought is, the Jess it is able to grasp 
the nature of social evils.” And in Die Heilige Familie: ‘Only 
political superstition believes at the present time that civil life must 
be held together by the State, when in reality the State is upheld 
by civil life.’? If priorities must be assigned in such terms Marx was 
surely wrong. There can be no complex ‘civil life’ without politics 
— ‘the State’: to think otherwise is to advocate anarchism (which 
is, of course, Marx’s view of the final society). But the point to be 
made here is that proper advice is that political science should 
broaden its perspectives, is often confused with a demand such as 
that of Marx, that politics must be reduced to sociology. The whole 
of Professor Talcot Parson’s The Social System (1952) could be 
quoted as an example of this, but the point is made more simply 
when the theory appears as doctrine. The hero of Joseph 
Goebbels’s novel Michael remarked that ‘Political Parties live off 
unsolved problems. That’s why they are not interested in their 


1. See T. B. Bottomore and M. Rubel, Karl Marx: Selected Writings in 
Social Philosophy (London 1956), p. 217. 

2. ibid., p. 220; see also p. 100: ‘. . . That England is a political country’ — 
which is the very trouble, he argues. 
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solution’. A multitude of the enthusiastic and the embittered have 
spoken of ‘mere politics’ and the need to get rid of ‘the politicians’. 
And Proudhon had spoken of the ‘irksome situation’ of his times 
as being due to: ‘ Une certaine maladie de l’opinion . .. qu’Aristote 
e+. a nommeé POLITIQUE’.! 


(c) POLITICAL RULE 


That political rule sees politics as the activity by which 
differing interests within a territory are conciliated. 


Now there is much point in blaming Aristotle if one does not like 
politics, or if one doubts the utility of treating political activity as 
a variable whose strongest manifestation is one type of govern- 
ment — political rule (the government of a political system). For 
Aristotle first made clear how specific an activity it is: ‘There is a 
point at which a polis by advancing in unity, will cease to be a 
polis. ...’ And he saw that politics was not a ‘pure form’, like 
Monarchy, Aristocracy, or Democracy, but was a blending of 
elements — élites based on wide consent. It will be said that this is 
all too Greek, and that, anyway, the unstable polis was giving way 
to the (unstable) Empire. But the contingencies are irrelevant: the 
point is that Aristotle provided a theoretical definition which, 
based on a true generalization, transcended the particular form of 
polity of his day. There is simply one type of governmental system 
which is inherently concerned with conciliation based upon a 
recognition (both sociological and ethical) that civilized com- 
munities are internally diverse. Politics can then be defined as the 
activity by which differing interests within a given territory are 
conciliated. It presumes that there are already organized states. It 
is concerned with the government of organized territories. But it 
is only one type of government. Its enemies, as has been said, 
recognize this more readily than its friends. And it presumes the 
existence of active and self-reliant individuals (the Greek man of 
arete, Machiavelli’s virtu, or the Republican ‘citizen’) and of a 
multiplicity of organized groups — both of which concepts, it is 

1. Quoted in Sheldon Wolin, Politics and Vision (New York 1961), p. 415. 
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interesting, have been challenged by the two great anti-politicians, 
Hobbes and Rousseau. 

Most governments try to suppress politics — though the wide- 
spread emulation of the form, at least, of a political system is 
remarkable. Few succeed entirely, but some succeed sufficiently to 
make the distinction clear between political régimes and non- 
political régimes. Totalitarian régimes, indeed, are explicitly anti- 
political. This does not mean that there is not some politics in 
such régimes: but it is palace politics, not public politics. Such 
régimes cannot sensibly be regarded as ‘political systems’, as 
working by or for politics. The existence of such ‘politics’ even as 
these (for which words more ordinary and apt can be found — 
‘rivalry’, ‘intrigue’, ‘conflict’, ‘bargaining’, etc.) is a measure of 
their incompleteness, not of their stability; it is not thought to be, 
and it is not, their normal method of rule. Some politics exist in 
most types of régime. But most régimes are not organized for 
politics: politics need be neither the normal method of govern- 
ment nor a widely shared ideal for practical conduct. 


(dq) SEMANTIC DIGRESSION 


That there is a tradition of using ‘politics’ in this sense. 


All right, but why use ‘politics’? Well, what else? It is obvious 
why ‘democracy’ is wrong: there are political régimes which are 
not democratic in any sense (eighteenth-century England, for 
example, to go no further); and then another word for ‘demo- 
cratic’ would be needed to express the fact that al/ strong govern- 
ments since the Industrial and the French Revolutions depend 
upon mass support to govern at all. Common usage may not 
always make the distinction, but learned usage can, for it always 
did. Consider the famous passage from Fortescue at the head of 
this Footnote. Granted that Charles McIlwain uses this passage 
in his Constitutionalism; Ancient and Modern as part of his theory 
that ‘constitutionalism’ explains the peculiarity of Western gov- 
ernment: he lays stress on the word ‘lawes’. But surely Fortescue, 
like Bracton before him, was pointing to the manner in which 
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the law was declared? In England it was declared politically, by 
consultation with the magnates and the optimati at least. In 
France of the 1560s, those Catholic noblemen who came to see 
that the pursuit of absolute principles was wrecking the State, were 
called — naturally enough — les Politiques. Machiavelli in his Dis- 
courses, perhaps the clearest analysis of the conditions for free 
government ever written, frequently describes a Republic as being 
‘uno vivere civile e politico’, even just ‘vivere politico’, and on occa- 
sion he uses ‘politico’ and ‘libero’ interchangeably. His funda- 
mental distinction was between personal or princely rule, relevant 
to times of crisis — the best way to save corrupt old states or to 
create new ones; and republican or political rule, relevant to 
normal conditions in states with a large middle class —the best way 
to preserve states through time. One can read how Henry VIII 
pondered between these two alternatives in relation to Ireland, and 
finally decided not to use (expensive) military force, but to try to 
govern by ‘sober ways, politic drifts, and amiable persuasions’.? 
And the distinction is vivid and colloquial enough when Thomas 
Mann railed against his brother, even in a book called Betrach- 
tungen eines Unpolitisches: ‘It would be a misunderstanding to 
believe that our politician is concerned with politics, that is reform, 
compromise, adaptation, mutual understanding between reality 
and spirit ... and not rather with the grand gesture of the world 
turned upside down, the destruction of the state, permanent rebel- 
lion of the mob, revolution.’ Examples could be multiplied; but 
the point is that when ordinary people talk of someone ‘being 
political’ they do not mean that he is either administering or 
making (or acting in response to) a command. 


1. Edmund Curtis, A History of Ireland, 6th edition (London 1961), 
p. 167. 
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(e) THE POLITICAL SYSTEM AS FACT AND VALUE 


That the political system rests on a sociological generaliza- 
tion and on an ethical commitment: that there is diversity 
and that this is normally good. 


Politics thus rests upon a sociological generalization and an ethical 
commitment. The sociological generalization is that territory 
organized under a government is normally ‘an aggregate of many 
members’, that established, advanced, or civilized societies con- 
tain a diversity of interests — whether moral, social, or economic. 
The ethical commitment is that there are limits beyond which a 
government should not go in maintaining or creating unity. No 
specific fixed limits can, of course, be demonstrated. They are all 
relative to time and place. But the principle of limitations is 
general and the empirical distinction is usually clear between 
systems which strive to limit power and those who strive after total 
power. A political system occurs when and if it is believed by 
enough people that government, though it is predominantly a 
social institution, yet neither can nor should be omnicompetent or 
omnipotent. 

Thus politics, in a true theoretical sense, exists in relatively few 
countries (though lip-service is paid to it in more), still fewer of 
which appear very stable, even though in some degree it must 
exist in all countries. But this difference of degree defines whether 
the system of government is itself political or not. In fact, there is 
seldom much doubt about saying whether a régime is political or 
not, either by commonsense general judgements, or by the applica- 
tion of various criteria, such as we all from time to time draw up. 
We argue about specific items and formulations, but we do draw 
up some criteria in order to explain the admitted crucial difference 
— whether we couch it in terms of political and non-political sys- 
tems, democratic and non-democratic systems, constitutional 
government, representative government, etc., etc. ... (The diffi- 
culty is usually not in drawing such a distinction, but in explaining 
why some political systems have proved less stable than others.) 
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Probably the most useful criteria common to all such lists are —- 
once again — the existence of individualism, of voluntary groups 
with — in any sense — political effect, and of publicized opposition. 
Direct attempts to say that some things are inherently beyond the 
reach of government have all proved fruitless; and even more 
subtle indirect attempts lead us to doctrinaire absurdities of the 
type we attack in others.! But it can be said that when all things 
are thought relevant to government at once, there is no politics. 
Anything may prove a proper subject of governmental interven- 
tion in a political system; but it is not a political system at all if 
there is a single authoritative source for the allocation of values 
and for the determination of policies.? 

Again this comes back to what Aristotle meant by calling our 
study ‘the master-science’. He did not mean that it explained 
everything else scientifically. This arrogance has either been 
religious, or else the modern concept of ideology which has 
stemmed from Marx’s claim that everything is a product of the 
economic system (or the still more absurd, but vastly influential, 
claim that everything is a product of ethnic composition). He 
meant that without politics all the other ‘sciences’ or interests 
would be left either without any ordering principle, without any- 
thing to establish priorities in every different time and circumstance 
for their rival claims on the limited resources of any given territory 
— which is anarchy; or else the advocates of some one science or 
interest would be established above all others — which is tyranny. 
The political system deals in priorities — by what is, after all, a 
fairly rational procedure for discussing alternatives. Tyranny, 
Absolutism, Kingship, and Empire are systems which assign 
priorities in an arbitrary manner. Totalitarian régimes believe in a 
final and lasting absolute allocation of resources and values. 

The present decay in the status of the master-science (both in its 


1. For instance, Professor Michael Oakeshott’s flesh-creeping account of 
‘collectivism’ in his ‘Political Economy of Freedom’ which he reprinted in 
Rationalism in Politics (1962). See my ‘The World of Michael Oakeshott’, 
Encounter, June 1962. 

2. And if this sounds like a version of ‘pluralism’, it is — subject only to 
the function of the state to preserve order at all. 
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achievements and in its academic prestige) is due, above all, toa 
widespread failure to recognize both its specific and limited 
nature, and, at the same time, its overwhelmingly valuable nature 
— its obvious and inseparable connexion with freedom. Certainly 
political theory concerns a wider class of phenomena than political 
activity alone. But this is not to descend into a crippling relativism. 
Political theory does show that political rule is the most preferable 
type of government in any but times of desperate emergency. 
Political doctrines, even, however various, do assert that the very 
problem of government arises from the fact and apperception of 
diversity, not from any ideal or material drive towards complete 
unity; and that conciliation is more part of the human condition 
than the violence which is necessary to achieve unity. 

All conciliation and compromise is not, of course, justifiable. 
Only those compromises which preserve politics are justifiable. 
The argument is deliberately circular. For at times we suffer from 
a rather over-civilized sense of relativity: free and unfree societies 
alike are accepted as simply the products of different histories and 
sociologies. Some sense, certainly, of what was once called ‘the 
relativity of morals’ is necessary for the tolerance which is the 
political manner of living together in cities. But it is inhuman 
coldness, or a false chastity of intellect, to push this so far that all 
distinctions are obliterated, so that all systems of government and 
all political judgements simply reflect different circumstances. 
Politics embodies an ethic and a conscious purpose which cannot 
be reduced to sociology. Some systems of government plainly 
thrive on constant violence and a perpetual sense of crisis; some 
others are able to keep violence and coercion as a final and excep- 
tional reserve to defend the state itself. There is no necessity in 
government. Can one still not be simple enough to think that the 
fundamental reason why Castros and Nkrumahs repress opposi- 
tion is because they do not like it, because they enjoy power but 
hate politics? 
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(f) THE CONDITIONS OF THE POLITICAL SYSTEM 


That it is possible from the existing political theory to reach 
substantial agreement about the conditions for political 
stability. 


It is one thing to define political rule; it is another to explain the 
occurrence of political systems, or to understand the likelihood 
that they may or may not prove viable in different circumstances. 
Surely the most important task of political studies, both scien- 
tifically and morally, is to understand and explain the conditions 
under which political systems prove stable? 

In one sense, everything we do has some kind of relevance to 
this problem. We cannot study a single institution, be it the House 
or Lords, an election, the Parliamentary question, or a pressure 
group, without commenting (explicitly or implicitly) on its effec- 
tiveness in maintaining the system of which it is part. But we are 
hindered by the pedagogical distinction between ideas and institu- 
tions, and also by methodological preoccupations which always 
disguise, and sometimes inhibit, actual generalizations. (The 
function of ‘methodologies’ is, at best, the testing of actual 
generalizations, not their formulation.) 

Much of the professional debate on the nature of ‘Comparative 
Government’ is really concerned with this problem. But it tends 
either to draw up shopping lists of possible relationships, conceived 
a priori, as in Macridis! and in Almond?, which are so general as to 
be finally tautologous (extended definitions of ‘system’ with a 
dash of political colouring); or else, as in Lipset®, though far more 
fruitfully, to be too specific by treating all politics as if it were 
democratic politics. 


1. Roy C. Macridis, The Study of Comparative Government (New York 
1955), esp. Chapter VIII. 

2. Gabriel A. Almond and James S. Coleman, The Politics of the 
Developing Areas (Princeton 1960), Introduction. 

3. Seymour Martin Lipset, Political Man: the Social Base of Politics 
(London 1960). 
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In fact there is more knowledge about this problem in the tradi- 
tional writings of political theory than self-consciously ‘modern’ 
social scientists often recognize (Machiavelli’s Discourses, 
Montesquieu’s L’ Esprit des Lois, the Federalist, Mill’s Representa- 
tive Government, and the second volume of Tocqueville’s Demo- 
cracy in America are obvious examples). From these, and from 
many piece-meal modern studies, there is a great deal of know- 
ledge to be had about the conditions for political rule — far more 
than we normally suppose.! Some such generalizations as those 
which follow might be widely accepted. But their mutual priority 
and their inter-relationships are vastly complicated and variable. 
Alas, here is no general theory of the conditions for political rule— 
this argument only seeks to identify the political system; but if it 
exists at all, it has these elements. Plainly they all condition each 
other to some extent, but obviously it is only possible in discussing 
actual cases to see how far some of them function more or less as 
derivatives of others. 


The political system is stable when these conditions exist: 


(1) A society which recognizes itself to be complex (that is, a 
plurality of interests and a division of labour). 

(2) A society which recognizes itself to be composed of indi- 
viduals (that is, some assumption that individuals are more real 
than groups, and as real in this life as in any next). 

(3) A society in which there are institutions representative of 
some of the governed which are capable of being broadened to 
include more of the governed (that is, there appear to be no cases 
of original creation or spontaneous combustion of free institu- 
tions). 

(4) Asociety in which the ruling élite is not exclusive of penetra- 
tion from other groups (that is, in which the elite is not exclusively 
religious, hereditary, ethnic, or even learned or ‘expert’). 


1. I can only think of two modern studies, both with severe limitations, 
which approach the comprehensiveness of these older books: Hannah 
Arendt’s Origins of Totalitarianism, and William Kornhauser’s The Politics 
of Mass Society. Only one chapter of Lipset’s Political Man is really 
relevant. 
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(5) A society in which there is a large middle class (that is, to 
provide, in conjunction with Condition (2), a citizen body — but 
this need not imply the impossibility of a classless society; such a 
society would, of course, be ‘ bourgeois’). 

(6) A society in which government is deemed to be predomi- 
nantly a secular activity (that is, Christian dualism can fortify 
politics, but if government is simply a part of a known divine 
order, then priest-kings but no politicians). 

(7) A society in which some social conflict is recognized as 
normal and is institutionalized (that is, Madison’s account of 
faction in the Federalist No. 10, or Machiavelli’s account in the 
chapter of the Discourses (1, 4) headed: ‘That Discord Between 
the Plebs and the Senate Made This Republic Both Free and 
Powerful.”? 

(8) A society in which there are no extremes of wealth (this is 
formal and always subjective — but to a degree: Lipset in his 
Political Man advances much empirical evidence on this). 

(9) A society in which there is economic growth (at least in the 
long run — again see Lipset’s Political Man, also Max Weber’s 
Capitalism and the Protestant Ethic). 

(10) A society which can normally defend itself (whether by 
diplomatic or military means), but which can control its own 
military (S. K. Finer’s recent Man on Horseback can in fact be 
played back as a brilliant study of political stability). 

(11) A society in which a distinction is recognized, in law, cus- 
tom, and speculative thought, between ‘public life’ and ‘private 
life’ (that is, the foundation of much of what is now meant by 
‘civil liberties’, but with the proviso that neither ‘private’ nor 
‘public’ can be defined except in terms of the existence of the other. 
See Hannah Arendt’s Human Condition Part II). 


1. And in that chapter: ‘Every city should provide ways and means 
whereby the ambitions of the populace may find an outlet, especially a city 
which proposes to avail itself of the populace in important undertakings.’ 
And ‘Hence if tumults led to the creation of tribunes, tumults deserve the 
highest praise’. Conflicts about the transference of power and the suc- 
cession of governments will, of course, be the most important to insti- 
tutionalize. 
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(12) A society where there is a tradition of political speculation 
(that is, alternative policies can be canvassed in the belief that 
‘progress’, betterment, or reform can be made possible through 
political action). 

(13) A society in which the governing élite have the will to act 
politically (that is, Israel fulfils every classical condition for 
‘liberty having no relevance to a city in a state of siege’, Ghana 
few; yet one is a political system, the other is not —it seems hard to 
avoid the conclusion that deliberate intention-enters into it). 


(zg) CONSENSUS 


That consensus is not among those conditions. 


To the above list there might have been added a negative condition: 
‘a society in which there is no universal consensus (beyond a prag- 
matic agreement, derived from the other conditions, to do things 
politically).? This will take some arguing: for ‘consensus’ is a 
favourite magic formula both of the simple and of the over-subtle. 
It would have been easy enough to exclude consensus from an 
account of the political system on grounds of ambiguity. Most of 
us can define it — differently; and we all know what it means. 

But if its hard-core of meaning, derived from Cicero’s consensus 
juris (which he thought a necessary condition of a Republic), is 
something like ‘agreement about fundamental values’, then it 
fails on empirical grounds. Where is the consensus in Canada, for 
instance? Or anywhere, between Catholic, Protestant (High or 
Low), Muslim, Hindu, Jew, Sceptic, Agnostic, Freethinker, 
Atheist, and Erastian, who commonly share some common politi- 
cal allegiance — if they take their fundamentals seriously and take 
them to be directly applicable to politics? Either this consensus is 
very fundamental — ‘a man’s a man for a’ that’, or ‘a rose is a rose 
is a rose’, which probably is a necessary assumption of any 
civilized governmental order, indeed of any legal or political 
judgement;? or else it is simply, in our sense, narrowly political. 


1. Or G. Marx’s existentialist cri de ceur: ‘Take care of me. I am the 


only one I’ve got.’ 
2. See H. L. A. Hart, The Concept of Law (Oxford 1961), pp. 189-95. 
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But such a consensus about individual human autonomy is not in 
itself an ethical system; rather it is the presupposition of any pos- 
sible ethical system. 

The consensus is not some systematic, external and intangible 
spiritual adhesive, not some metaphysical cement or something 
mysteriously prior to or above politics; it is the activity of politics 
itself. In a political system the ‘public interest’, ‘the common 
good’, and ‘the general will’ are simply pretentious or partisan 
ways of describing the common interest in preserving the means of 
making public decisions politically. 

Those who say we desperately lack a consensus of values, and 
have such a thing to offer (usually a ‘fighting faith for democracy’, 
or else monotheism), are in fact simply trying to sell us a particular 
brand of politics while pretending that they are not, as it were, in 
trade themselves (our own island reputation for empiricism com- 
monly hides the fact that we are a nation of metaphysical shop- 
lifters; the weirdest prejudices stick to the hands of those who 
believe themselves to be purely practical). 

Where such an articulate and systematic consensus does seem 
necessary is in an autocracy. A government whose legitimacy is 
not maintained by a public adhesion to method, means, procedure, 
and participation will need the propagation of a myth of 
a single, true, substantive consensus as a kind of teleological 
‘final-cause’ for society. And perhaps there are still societies 
in which the existence of such a consensus, drawn from religious 
foundations, hinders the development of a political system of 
government. 

If consensus is simply taken to mean that a high degree of agree- 
ment in fact exists about social values — all right; but this is more 
likely to be a product of politics than a condition. 

It does, of course, make things very much easier if one builds 
consensus into one’s definition of politics. Elsewhere I have at- 
tempted to show that this is common in purportedly ‘scientific’ 
theories of politics. It is the metaphysics of the social engineer. If 
one takes ‘certain basic axioms for granted’, then one can be 
scientific, or rather technological, about their implementation. 
That is why Professor David Easton’s Political System has the 
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same defects as the cruder types of ‘scientism’ he criticizes. ‘My 
point is,’ wrote Easton, ‘that the property of a social act which 
informs it with a political aspect is the act’s relation to the authori- 
tative allocation of values for a society’ (p. 134). What authoritative 
allocation? Why ‘values’? He is plainly thinking of a particu- 
larly democratic type of society which in fact has an abnormally 
high degree of agreement about what may perhaps be called 
‘values’. ‘We are said to be participating in political life when our 
activity relates in some way to the making and execution of policy 
for a society’ (p. 128). But it is not self-evident that all political 
systems, in our sense, will pursue ‘policy’ in Easton’s sense. It 
may be proper, though one doubts, to call the Grand Turk’s 
barber a ‘politician’; but if we call: such a system ‘political’ 
then we are losing, once again, a crucial distinction; we are saying 
no more than that all power is open to influence, that all power 
rests on some kind of consent. (And is this a tautology or a 
truism ?) 


(h) THE POLITICAL SYSTEM AND ORDER 


That politics presumes that order already exists, both as a 
historical condition and as a potential - called ‘sovereignty’ 
- to be reasserted in times of emergency. 


More important than consensus, even in some minimal sense, 
there is an assumption about the political system which must be 
made explicit: the fact of government at all — the primacy of 
government, or the prior success of government in establishing 
order. The political system is partly a response to the problem of 
government; it is a way of maintaining order without the use of 
more violence than the ruler is able to stomach or willing to risk — 
if the outcome would be uncertain — in certain ethical traditions. 
Realism from above is as necessary as clamour from below in the 
acceptance of great political reforms — the history of the British 
franchise shows this. Clearly political rule is the best form of 
government, in many circumstances. But it is a form of govern- 
ment. It is subject to many of the same conditions as government 
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in general: politicum et regale said Fortescue, but the King must 
act ‘regale’, or absolutely, to defend the realm and enforce the 
laws (and this had to be so even in the American Federal Constitu- 
tion of 1787). The fact of government must exist, both historically 
and logically, before the condition of politics. The horse does go 
before the cart — even though he can never quite shake it off. And 
it is necessary to say this, since much — most? — specifically demo- 
cratic and liberal theory has it the other and the more difficult way 
round: that government is a response to the demands and the needs 
of the governed. It should be. It may come to seem so. It may be 
most stable when it is. But the picture is unhistorical and is always 
subject to refutation in times of emergency. Consent can be simply 
a need of strong government. If a government is to do great new 
things, it will need more support. If a government is to change the 
world, it will need mass support. This is one of the great discoveries 
of modern government. Napoleon Bonaparte once said: ‘The 
politics of the future will be the art of stirring the masses.’ 

Political rule can only succeed in a political system. But political 
systems may need to suspend political rule and may survive such 
periods of suspension. ‘Those republics,’ wrote Machiavelli, 
‘which in time of danger cannot resort to a dictatorship will gener- 
ally be ruined when grave occasions occur.’ This reminds us that 
‘dictatorship’ was, in its original signification, a device of republi- 
can and constitutional politics. The first way that political systems 
try to cope with states of emergency is to recognize in a legal sense 
that they exist. This again has been a field but sparsely explored? 
(perhaps because it falls between ‘institutions’ and ‘ideas’, while 
purely legal accounts are plainly inadequate). The trouble that the 
Weimar Republic had with the Emergency Powers provisions of 
the Constitution has been often examined, but have we a coherent 
account of how Britain was able to convert herself for time of war 
into an autocracy which achieved a degree of mobilization of 
resources and of planning more ‘total’ than any of the totali- 
tarian powers ? 

Most of those who have espoused the concept of Sovereignty as 

1. But see Clinton Rossiter’s interesting Constitutional Dictatorship 
(Princeton 1948). 
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a true generalization about Governmental order! have surely, in 
fact, been following Hobbes in abstracting a state of emergency (or 
a natural condition of society without government) from normal 
political conditions. In this light, there is no theoretical conflict 
between the concepts of ‘political rule’ and of ‘sovereignty’ — 
however much the political invocation of the doctrine to cover a 
failure of political prudence, as in the American question in 
British politics, may make the very doctrine seem a synonym, as 
to the American Whigs, for tyranny. 

There is no necessary contradiction even between the theory of 
sovereignty and the theory that power can be (or is) federal. Most 
Federal States have, in fact, constitutional provisions to enable the 
concentration of coercive.power in time of emergency. The prob- 
lems are great, but they are practical ones. Lincoln said: ‘It has 
long been a grave question whether any government not too 
strong for the liberties of its people can be strong enough to main- 
tain its liberties in great emergencies.’ But he knew that it was at 
least possible. He was not asking a genuine and open question; he 
was simply trying to get a free people used to the idea that there 
would be some diminution of their liberties for the duration of 
hostilities. 

‘Sovereignty’ as a theory is a response to the rise of a specifically 
modern form of government, ‘the State’. Before such a highly 
centralized institution and symbol arises it is clearer simply to 
speak of order, and of those types of order which are character- 
ized by government. But if we hope to learn much from the earliest 
or very simplest instances, anthropologists will disappoint us 
more than we are often led to believe by the great prestige of their 
discipline. The recent discovery of the existence and importance of 
organized government in even the most ‘primitive’ societies has 
not been without, once again, some considerable confusion be- 
tween government in general and political systems in particular. 
This unfortunately makes much of the evidence advanced by 


1. For example, the famous passage in Blackstone’s Commentaries does 
not merely say that Parliament is sovereign in England, but that ‘there is and 
must be in every state a supreme, irresistible, absolute, and uncontrolled 
authority, in which the jura summa imperii, or right of sovereignty, resides’. 
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anthropologists hard to integrate into political and social theory. 

Professor I. Schapera, for instance, uses both words in the title 
of his Government and Politics in Tribal Societies (1956); but there 
is no distinction in the text. He says: ‘By a “political community” 
I mean a group of people organized into a single unit managing 
its affairs independently of external control ...’ (p. 8). This is 
interesting, in that territorial settlement and organized coercion 
seem to him, in the Bantu nomads he studies, to be not necessary 
for what is plainly government, but not necessarily politics. 

Radcliffe-Brown, thinking of more complicated social struc- 
tures, wrote in his Preface to Fortes and Evans-Pritchard’s 
African Political Systems: ‘In studying political organization, we 
have to deal with the maintenance or establishment of social order, 
within a territorial framework, by the organized exercise of 
coercive authority through the use, or the possibility of use, of 
physical force’ (p. xiv). But, once again, if politics is defined in 
this way, then a valuable distinction is lost. Anthropologists do not 
appear to distinguish between two types of human activity with 
significant differences, both in their effect on society and in their 
sociological foundations. This may, of course, be because there 
are no primitive political systems: political systems only exist in 
relatively advanced societies. But the truth of this would be easier 
to establish if the distinction were applied. Certainly if none of the 
societies described in Fortes and Evans-Pritchard or in Dr Lucy 
Mair’s Primitive Government (1962) are stable political systems, 
yet some of them are remarkably more political than others. 
Some are régimes politicum et regale — with the emphasis on the 
latter; but some are just regale. Everywhere there is some consulta- 
tion, but in some of the societies described it is institutionalized to 
a degree that could at least be called ‘pre-political’. 

In Malinowski there is some recognition of this — though not 
from his field-work. In his Scientific Theory of Culture he wrote: 
‘Political organization implies always a central authority with the 
power to administer regarding its subjects, that is, to coordinate 
the activities of the component groups; and when we say power, we 
presuppose the use of force, spiritual and physical alike’ (p. 165). 
This would seem to rule out many of the societies described by 
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Schapera, but it is half-way to a definition of the political system 
when it recognizes that there are component groups who have to 
be coordinated. What all these studies seek to establish is that 
organized government is an almost universal phenomenon — 
which was not self-evident; but they have not as yet established a 
body of knowledge or any criteria of much relevance to the 
political system proper. 

It is interesting that Radcliffe-Brown and Malinowski appear 
to adopt a ‘modern standard of comparison’ in that they follow 
Max Weber closely in their stress on coercion. But Weber too can 
be confusing. He defined politics in Politik als Beruf as the ‘striving 
to share power and striving to influence the distribution of power, 
either among states or among groups within a state’. Thus politics, 
to Weber, can hardly be a universal phenomenon; at least its exist- 
ence will be highly marginal in some states. But immediately 
before he had defined the state as that ‘human community that 
(successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical 
force within a given territory’. Thus politics ‘among states’ where 
this force — this pre-political condition of statehood — is lack- 
ing, must at least be a very different kind of activity than that 
within a state. This is not just a matter of words (or of subjective 
preferences). It is a matter of historical and sociological know- 
ledge — of true theory: distinctions need to be drawn to describe 
accurately two radically different kinds of situation. Politics is one 
form of human activity; diplomacy or the conduct of international 
relations is another. The political system exists within a prior 
framework of order. International ‘society’ is not a political 
system. It is a proper subject for the study of government; but 
while it has no common government at all, it is not helpful to call it 
political. (At every point of this argument let it be conceded, 
indeed claimed, that we should take terms for our theories which 
are as Close to common linguistic usage as possible. Hence the 
‘Semantic digression’ above. But where there are two traditions 
of usage, it is surely proper to take that which is theoretically more 
fruitful. But we should not concede, as some would have it, that 
the method of linguistic analysis shows that any systematic social 
or political theory is quite arbitrary.) 
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(i) THE POLITICAL SYSTEM AND KNOWLEDGE 
That knowledge of politics only thrives in political systems. 


There is something else implicit in any formulation of the condi- 
tions for a political system: the importance of knowledge, or 
simply of truth. One peculiarity of the political system is that it is 
the only system of government in which telling the truth about how 
the system works does not endanger the system. Particular govern- 
ments may — fortunately — be harmed by truths being discovered; 
but political systems can be completely open systems (though this 
does not imply that they will be). It is no platitude, however, that 
authority in primitive and tribal societies necessarily depends in 
large part, at least, on religious myths whose claims to be true can- 
not always be taken too seriously. Punishment for blasphemy is an 
essential institution in most such societies. It is no platitude that 
autocracies can never allow the free and public canvassing of 
theories of politics, or even the accurate reporting of political 
events. The censor is an essential institution in any autocratic 
society. Those who talk about the tolerance shown by some 
autocrats are merely kissing the boot that does not kick them. 

This is the answer to those who doubt the connexion of political 
theory to political action; and it is the caution to those who admit 
but deplore the connexion. Theirs is a theory of human action 
which actually works against politics — or at least each case of 
theory-lending-to-action needs to be publicly weighed on its 
merits, to see whether it excludes future modifications or allows 
for them. Political knowledge is always tentative and hypothetical; 
it cannot hope to find scientific laws without excluding politics. 
(Machiavelli, even in the Prince, even in his most deterministic 
mood, introduces the concept of ‘Fortuna’ — something highly 
empirical; and ifFortune Is to be overcome, it can only be by heroic 
force. But there is no guarantee that such force will always work.) 


1. See Professor Ernest Gellner, ‘Concepts and Society’, Transactions of 
the Fifth World Congress of Sociology, 1962, Vol. I, pp. 153-83, on the dan- 
gers of too much ‘logical charity’ and of carrying ‘contextual interpretation’ 
too far. Nonsense is nonsense even if it is ‘functional’. 
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But political knowledge cannot simply be a matter of ‘intimations’ 
or ‘experience’ either; there is in fact often a will to do things 
politically where politics has not existed before, and considerable 
knowledge about how to make the attempt — emulation is not 
always disastrous as, in their heart of hearts, disciples often know. 

The academic study of politics depends on certain conditions. 
These are, at the best, precarious in even the most enlightened 
despotism; they are non-existent in totalitarian régimes. The most 
important of these conditions is plainly that truths can be dis- 
covered and may be told. The Russians, for example, are as con- 
cerned as the rest of us to understand the reasons for educational 
choice; why do, for instance, so many school-children and students 
of high intelligence try to choose ‘non-productive’ subjects? 
Western sociologists asked their Russian colleagues at a recent 
conference in Moscow whether this might be connected with social 
class. They received the answer, of course, that there are no social 
classes in Russia. Obviously there are some fields of policy in 
which even the most ‘policy-orientated’ research is not possible, 
even — presumably — at some social cost. Consider the conditions 
for research into government activities. Professor W. M. Macken- 
zie has listed the requirements with admirable clarity.1 Plainly 
their effective combination will not be possible in any but a politi- 
cal system. Two scientifically-minded men, both of whom 
have lived under oppression, have recently and independently 
discussed the claim of Max Weber that social science should 


1. See his ‘The Conceptual Framework and the Cash Basis’, Political 
Studies, February 1962. The conditions are: 

(1) A body of material not hitherto explored. 

(2) Immediate access to it. ... 

(3) A research worker, whose talents ... are (within limits) known. 

(4) A channel of publication and an estimate of the censorship 
Situation. ... (5) A public. ... (6) A form of composition related to these 
preceding factors. ... 

(7) A time schedule: how long will elapse before the inception of the 
plan and its impact on the public? 

(8) Last, and above all - money. (p. 40.) 
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be ‘ wertfrei’ — value free; they both concluded that whatever the 
meaning or merit of this claim, it could only be seriously put 
forward at all ina free society.’ 

We often take for granted the great amount of sheer information 
that is readily available in a political system. Government statis- 
tics are usually reliable, because they are open to public rebuttal. 
Government statistics are available both because people want to 
know why such a policy is thought desirable, or very often just 
want to know; and because the government itself feels under a 
political compulsion to offer such information. Oddly, we take 
this very much for granted, though true information and publicity 
for it are perhaps institutions quite as important for political 
government as, for instance, electoral arrangements. There may 
not be enough electoral studies, certainly from some sociological 
approaches, but it is hard to think of any studies which have 
seriously tried to assess the amount and kind of information about 
governmental activities which is or is not available, and to try to 
establish criteria to explain why some information is not released 
(or is perhaps never sought for), and why perhaps some should not 
be. Some of the points would be very obvious; but not all. There is 
an atmosphere, we all know, about information in Whitehall and 
Westminster which, by comparison with Washington, looks quite 
pre-political — if one aspect of politics is the ability to tell the truth 
about the operation of government without endangering the 
State. The ineffability of Raison d’Etat only exists in a political 
system in time of emergency. 

In this light we can see how our worthy Bagehot, for all the 
fruitfulness of his functional approach, is really a pretty dubious 
figure as a model for understanding government. His insistence on 
the need for ‘mystery’, ‘fiction’, and deceit to govern the masses 
shows him to be a politician defending — vainly — a particular order, 
not someone concerned with establishing the general conditions 
for political rule. 


1. See Masao Maruyama, Thought and Behaviour in Modern Japanese 
Politics (Oxford 1963), and Giovanni Sartori, Democratic Theory (Wayne 
University Press 1962) from his Democrazia e Definizione (Bologna 1958). 
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(j) POLITICS AS FREEDOM 


That where there is politics, there is freedom. 


Where there is politics there is freedom. There is some freedom, 
even if limited to contesting aristocratic clans, wherever govern- 
ment recognizes by institutional means the need to consult with 
conflicting interests on some regular and known basis — whether, 
as we have said, through prudence (being unable to predict the 
outcome of coercion), or through principle (when, in some sense, 
the equal freedom of individuals is part of the moral culture). 

‘Freedom’ was not included in the list of conditions for a 
political system because, in a minimal sense, it is almost a pleon- 
asm for politics; and because, in a more elaborate sense, it is a 
derivative of an already existing political system or culture. If 
consultation and compromise are to be effective, if the government 
is to find out accurately what groups want or will stand for, or 
what is their relative power, then people representative of these 
groups must be free to speak the truth. Aristotle remarks that it is 
very difficult for a tyrant to find people who will tell him the truth. 
If this is to be done, which surely contributes to the efficiency of 
any government, the penalties of mistaken or unwelcome advice 
must not be too drastic. It is helpful to government for there to be 
some spheres of independent thought and action (if only, at the 
very least, the court-jester: in tyranny only the licensed simpleton 
tells the truth). 

A political system is a free system — though the order is thus: 
freedom depends on politics as politics depends on government. 
The activity of politics is a public activity between men who have 
the legal status of freemen. Much purely semantic debate would 
be spared if we reminded ourselves more often that the original 
signification of ‘freedom’, and its Greek and Latin cognates, was 
always that of a status. The Greeks felt themselves to be the 
eleutheros because they governed themselves among themselves. 
The character of the free man was contrasted to that of the slave — 
the free were generous, expansive, above all public-spirited 
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(liberal?); the slavish were mean, narrow-minded, and selfish. 
Certainly freedom has a history as a cultural phenomenon coter- 
minous with politics long before philosophers and publicists came 
along to speculate to such absurd extremes — we are told — as that 
freedom ‘really means’ either the absence of all restraint (freedom 
from government and politics), or liberation from all error (‘In thy 
service is the only perfect freedom’ or Rousseau’s ‘... must be 
forced to be free’). Such definitions are really attempts to limit 
arbitrarily or transcend politics. Freedom only has a contextual 
meaning — if it has any relevance to government at all. 

It is notorious that political régimes will often consciously run 
risks with their very stability rather than curtail particular free- 
doms. Only anti-political régimes are for ever preparing the 
individual to sacrifice his freedom of action for the collectivity, or 
trying to persuade him that freedom is not the positive experience 
of diversity, but is the euphoria that comes from making the right 
choice in good company. Yet people who are reborn are seldom 
reborn free. 

Some freedom in a negative sense may exist in autocracies, be- 
tween the gaps of the laws, the indifference of the ruler, and the 
inefficiency or corruption of the bureaucracy. But in totalitarian 
and ideological societies not merely are fields of free activity hunted 
down, even in things irrelevant to the mechanisms of control of 
traditional autocracies — like art and music, but, as is well known, 
free actions are deemed to be impossible. Everything, in theory, 
is sociologically determined. But political societies neither en- 
shrine such fabulous theories, nor do they even imagine the need 
to claim that all human actions should submit to the test of public 
policy. 

Freedom depends both on some distinction and on some inter- 
play between private and public actions, for it is neither isolation 
from politics (as the liberal often wants to believe), nor is it loneli- 
ness (as the concept of ‘the intellectual’ often involves). Freedom 
and privacy both thrive when government is conducted publicly 
in the manner called political. Freedom, then, is neither isolation 
nor loneliness: it is the privacy of men who are committed to 
maintaining, even if not personally participating in, public politics. 
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Privacy is itself a social relationship and freedom is an activity. 
Men who cease either to identify or to value politics lose or threaten 
freedom. Politics are the public actions of free men; free men are 
those who do, not merely can, live both publicly and privately. 
Men who have lost the capacity for public action are not free, they 
are simply isolated and ineffectual. Again Aristotle reminds us, in 
a terrible phrase for all times, that the man who seeks to dwell out- 
side the political relationship ‘is either a beast or a god’. 

Freedom, then, is the manner in which political action is con- 
ducted. ‘To scour the universe for possibilities of freedom other 
than those given by the organization of human groups for the 
carrying out of specific purposes, and the production of desirable 
results,’ wrote Malinowski, ‘is an idle philosophic pastime.”* 


(kK) THEORY AND THE POLITICAL SYSTEM 


That political theory is an essential part of the political 
system and is itself political - both descriptive and 
normative. 


But to return to more academic preoccupations. Academics are 
often the first to say that the spell of political theory has declined, 
indeed all but vanished. So it is not surprising that other people 
believe this too. But political theory is, in practice, an essential part 
of any political system. There are no cases of political systems 
which have not contained a tradition of political speculation. Such 
a tradition explains rationally why power always exists in the 
form of authority. Quite simply, there is always need to explain 
what we are doing, and also to provide some reasons (though 
they will never be conclusive) why we are doing it in a particular 
way. 

Political theory is itself political. If a political system is funda- 
mentally a descriptive recognition of diversity plus an ethical 
recognition that this should be normal, then a political doctrine 


1. Bronislaw Malinowski, Freedom and Civilisation (London 1947), p. 95. 
His Chapter 2, ‘Analysis of the Multiple Meanings’, is the clearest and most 
neglected treatment of the problem in modern literature. 


188 


A FOOTNOTE TO RALLY THE ACADEMIC 


will display the same characteristics (a political doctrine is simply 
a more partial and specific, hence less general, theory). 

A political theory will always assert both that something is the 
case and that something should be the case (institutions and 
ideas ?). And political theory has not in fact declined (its function 
is necessary to any political system); it has simply been disguised 
as method. How has this come about, and what are its conse- 
quences ? 

Philosophers have demonstrated to us the inherent linguistic 
ambiguity of most political terms, and, most unsurprisingly, have 
shown that ‘value’ assumptions are contained in any attempt at 
descriptions of political processes. Ageing, cross publicists, who 
make a profession of flattering youth, scold us that positive ideals 
(for youth) are lacking in politics, praise every ignorant enthusiasm 
of the moment, and tell us that any cause is better than no cause. 
Some professional students of politics in the universities — indeed 
this is a malaise of the social sciences generally — react to the 
criticisms from the analytical philosopher by redoubling their 
efforts to appear ‘scientific’ and purely factual, to purge themselves 
of value assumptions, and to emasculate themselves politically. 
And intellectuals who would like to be politically active Gif only 
politics weren’t politics) complain constantly that the student 
blocks the path to all ideals by practical considerations. 

However, if one asks why these views are held, one can come to 
see that political theory has not declined, but has been disguised. 
It has been disguised precisely because it is an embarrassment to 
the prudishness of academic philosophers, since it is committed 
to value statements; and because it is an embarrassment to the 
promiscuity of amateur idealists, since it is also based on descrip- 
tive theories which help to tell us what is possible. ‘The ethically 
desirable must be the sociologically possible,’ said Hobhouse. 
Neither analyst nor idealist can live without it, even though it 
refutes their strange division of the world between fact and value. 
The logic of master-science is not that of the natural sciences — the 


- 1. Though their choice of terms for their exercises is often not very 
interesting, since they rarely bother to inform themselves very much about 
politics or political history (contemporary usage saves reading dull books). 
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observer is necessarily a part of his observations. Through politics 
men strive to realize public purposes realistically. Political judge- 
ments subsume the theoretical distinction between ‘fact’ and 
‘value’; political theories assert the unity of ethical and practical 
life. It is impossible to think of any political doctrine which does 
not claim that something should be done, or not done; but which 
does not also contain a positive description of the circumstances 
from which the policy arises. 


(1) METHOD AS DOCTRINE 


That all methodologies are disguised doctrines, and 
doctrines only differ in emphasis or degree from theories. 


The true claim of the master science and the inevitability of politi- 
cal theory can be made clear if we study the most flagrant case of 
the attempt to take politics out of politics — to avoid the purposive 
element in political theory. The academic study of politics has 
tried to do just this in its aspirations to be neutral, scientifically 
objective, and ‘value-free’. Nothing illustrates the present malaise 
of true politics more vividly than to see how some of those whose 
profession it is, one might naively think, to defend the authority of 
the master-science, have in fact come near to destroying it. They 
have done this either by false scruples about what is ‘academic’, or 
else by a sense of ‘professional propriety’ which can be plain 
political funk. But these scruples and fears are unnecessary and 
the refuge they offer is, in any case, illusory. 

Now in recent years the growing tendency in the university study 
of politics has been to make the criteria for research and study not 
political importance, but various notions of methodological im- 
peccability. Political doctrines are felt to be biased, subjective, or 
purely relative things, therefore political theory must be based on 
some methodology. But there is no absolute difference between 
theory and doctrine (theories are simply the better doctrines), and 
every methodology is itself a political doctrine. It is a case of Erst 
kommt die Politik: dann kommt die Methodologie. (Certainly this 
puts the study of politics on a somewhat different footing from 
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some other traditional subjects in universities; but this is no reason 
to think it inappropriate as a study at all, unless in the name of 
some spinsterish concept of ‘objectivity’ one turns one’s back on 
the whole tendency of Western civilization to be an improving, 
reformist, ameliorative, not simply a contemplative, culture — asa 
contemporary school would do!)! 

A methodology I take to be a set of rules and procedures for the 
discovery of knowledge. A political doctrine I take to be a coher- 
ently related set of proposals for the conciliation of differing social 
interests in a desirable manner. Probably there is no situation so 
simple that the number of possible resolutions will not be infinite 
(though they all have in common their political character and 
their openness to change). And a political doctrine is thus neces- 
sarily both evaluative and predictive. It will offer an account in 
terms of anticipating the future; but other theories might also 
work, other policies might fit, so reasons are put forward why a 
particular doctrine should be adopted. The holding of political 
doctrines, both as scientific theories and as guides to action, is thus, 
at some level of explicitness, unavoidable. 

Let us consider two types of methodology which claim simply to 
study, with pure lenses unground by any doctrinal axes, what they 
call ‘political behaviour’ or ‘political behavior’. There is the 
‘non-U’ U.S. scientific sort and the quite O.K. U.K. *U’ empiricist 
sort. (Students of literature and psychology might think that be- 
haviourism is a pretty dead wild duck, but they would be 
interested to see how it functions as a political doctrine.) 

The first type is that which is referred to, for instance, by David 
Butler in his The Study of Political Behaviour: ‘In America “ politi- 
cal behavior” is used by some writers in a restrictive and technical 
sense to cover studies designed to produce scientifically verifiable 
propositions about conduct in political situations.’ And political 
behaviour, in the O.K. U.K. sense, is then presumably everything 
that depends upon, I quote from Butler again, ‘what people 


1. See Michael Oakeshott, Rationalism in Politics (Methuen 1962), Elie 
Kedourie, Nationalism (Hutchinson, 2nd ed. 1961), Maurice Cowling, The 
Nature of Political Science (Cambridge 1963), and Kenneth Minogue, The 
Liberal Mind (Methuen 1963). 
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actually do and say’. The idea of a value-free science of politics 
has dominated the thought of American students of politics in 
this century. The Americans have aspired to generalize and the 
British have remained content to describe, but they are as one in 
their dislike and distrust of political theory. 

I have discussed the American example at length in my American 
Science of Politics: its origins and conditions. This sought to show 
not so much that the claim to be a true science was false, but that 
the real meaning of the claim lay in the doctrinal assumptions 
made by the advocates of this science: a type of specifically liberal 
and democratic political doctrine of far more limited applicability 
than the authors supposed. Values were taken for granted amid the 
enervating unity of belief of American liberalism, so it was be- 
lieved that the mere discovery of facts would create a kind of 
spontaneous national therapy. 

In Britain political behaviour research has blossomed less 
luxuriantly as pseudo-science than in the United States because 
empiricism or ‘descriptivism’ was already a long-established 
attitude in British historical and political writings. There was a 
rich, broad, often vague but much-tilled middle-ground of ‘com- 
mon sense’, sir, from which we could ‘refuse to be torn’ to the 
excesses of either positivism and scientism, or of academic and 
vulgar idealism. But descriptivism or ‘common sense’ always 
reflected as calm and unthinking an acceptance of certain peculiar 
things as ‘natural’ as ever did American political science. How 
often is Lord Bryce’s notorious dislike of ‘theory’ still taken at its 
own faceless value, as if the fact that he was not consciously 
theoretical could protect him against theoretical assumptions. 
(His complacent. claim, in the Introduction to his American 
Commonwealth, that he would ‘simply present the facts of the 
case... letting them speak for themselves’, might have been more 
impressive had it not been in the context of criticizing Tocque- 
ville for simply advocating ‘somewhat speculative views of 
democracy ’.) Bryce, in every sense, was a liberal. His methodology 
is perfectly attuned to the assumptions of politics from 1860-1914, 
but put his kind of questions — and apply, for instance, his rational 
treatment of public opinion — to European politics in the 1930s, 
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and the result is sadly inadequate. Such men cannot sensibly 
be blamed for not predicting the rise of totalitarian politics (or 
anti-politics). But they can be blamed for their comfortable, 
insular scepticism about the effect of general ideas on government 
—a scepticism which still retards the understanding of totalitarian- 
ism in this island. (A. J. P. Taylor can claim to have re-read Mein 
Kampf, to have heard of the concentration camps, and yet still 
write of Hitler as a normal, appeasable politician.) 

No ‘simple’ Bryce-like descriptions of facts come near to lasting 
scientific stature. To take only one example: permeating his writ- 
ings is the assumption that free government depends not merely 
upon the existence of active opposition, but also upon some 
natural (i.e. mysterious) process by which parties alternate in 
power. If Michels argued explicitly an ‘iron law of oligarchy’, 
Bryce assumed an equally rigid, and far less plausible, iron law of 
alternation. This simple theory, which A. J. Lowell of Harvard 
tried to demonstrate statistically, had had great and largely 
unfortunate influence, not merely upon Anglo-American political 
writings, but upon politics as well.+ 

Britain lacks many elementary parliamentary and legal devices 
of control over the executive, especially when compared with the 
United States, because it is believed that a regular alternation of 
governments (which does not exist) acts as a natural restraint, 
etc., etc. And constitution-makers for such oligarchic societies as 
Ghana and Nigeria almost ludicrously attempted to ensure free- 
dom by means of a quite idealistic hope for a naturally alternating, 
naturally two-party system. The simple doctrinal assumptions of 
the old British ‘descriptivist school’ turn out to be like the assump- 
tions of most simple, non-theoretical men: vast, important, in- 
fluential, and closed to all argument because unconscious. Political 
theory cannot be avoided; it can only be repressed. 

Consider a more close-to-hand example of the dangers of a 
descriptivism or empiricism which lacks self-consciousness about 


1. See some interesting remarks on ‘The Pendulum Theory’ by Richard 
Rose in his (and Mark Abrams’s) Must Labour Lose? (Penguin 1962), 
pp. 61-2; and also Chapter 1 of my The Reform of Parliament (Weidenfeld 
1964). 
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its own assumptions: Robert McKenzie’s famous British Political 
Parties. Its purpose, he said, in the Preface to the First Edition, 
‘is not concerned with party ideologies’ but only with the distribu- 
tion of power. (By ‘ideology’ he plainly meant what is here called 
a ‘doctrine’.) But the book in fact develops into a strong and very 
plausible case against attaching much importance to doctrinal 
factors. He does not simply make an author’s division of conveni- 
ence between ‘doctrine’ and ‘power structure’; he tries to show 
how little can be attributed to the mere words of a doctrine. This 
may, perhaps, in some circumstances be true (though there is no 
reason to see why it should be true at all), but it is at least interest- 
ing that, in the time of Hugh Gaitskell’s leadership McKenzie was 
among the leading advocates of the view that the future success of 
the Labour Party depended on its being able to shed from its 
formal constitution some words about ‘nationalization’. This was 
not the kind of methodological importance that he attached to 
ideas in the book. Might not one think that the book, then, was to 
be seen not simply as an attack on doctrine in politics, but as an 
attack on a particular doctrine by another ? And why not? He may 
be all the more important for that reason. Political doctrines may 
mean something even to the most austere sceptic, at least in the 
sense that one doctrine often excludes another — thank God. 

Britain has the distinction at the moment of possessing some 
doctrinaire anti-doctrinaires to whom all theoretical knowledge of 
society is either a fallacy — ‘rationalism’, or else a threat to the 
working of those unconscious intimations and habits on which 
true political order depends, etc., etc. Even when they choose to 
earn their living as students of politics they spend their time, in 
fact, mixing frivolity with malice, trying to retard or sabotage the 
advance of knowledge. For they are quite sure — and quite right — 
that knowledge leads to reform (though reformers should know 
that no reform is ever total or final — if its manner is political at all). 
Thus the U.K. is a very underdeveloped territory in the social 
sciences compared to the U.S. 

Now the most common self-characterization of British political 
scientists is, of course, ‘empirical’ or ‘empiricist’ — one is not 
always quite sure what this means, but this is what people say. 
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Those who make a cult of ‘empiricism’ may appear to be of two 
quite different schools — but in fact doctrinally they are the same: 
the ‘working empiricists’ and the ‘literary empiricists’. There is an 
almost mass-produceable kind of research which simply gets stuck 
to the facts - whether of parties, pressure groups, public adminis- 
tration, or electoral behaviour. There is a corresponding type of 
more esoteric factory-writing which relates the abstract views of 
some foreign theorist (or literary traitor), taking every silliness 
seriously and concealing or disparaging every empirical element, 
and then ends up by demanding yet another healthy dose of good 
old British empiricism. And empiricism is clearly meant to be, not 
a substantive doctrine, but — though some empiricists have an 
inhibition about the word — a methodology. One hardly dares to 
offer a formulation of it, for however one does so it will seem to 
be identifying it with a particular political doctrine. ‘Caution’, 
‘habit’, ‘the virtues of experience’, ‘being anti-doctrinaire’, ‘a 
respect for tradition’, ‘facts as one finds them’, these are the kind 
of characteristics usually given. Politically they unite even an 
anarchist like Michael Oakeshott to a scientific-philosopher like 
the late T. E. Weldon. Weldon’s Vocabulary of Politics facilely 
reduced all political disputes to linguistic muddles, and ended by 
conjuring — once again — the spirit of an empiricist Burke (i.e. not 
one of the other ones). Oakeshott has actually claimed that his 
famous polemical inaugural lecture at L.S.E., Political Education, 
was simply an essay in ‘the indicative mood’, something purely 
descriptive, and he affects dismay at those who see it as a brilliant 
restatement of conservative doctrine. 

Conservatism is, as it were, the affair of the politicians (‘poor 
fellows — someone has to do the donkey-work we praise as the only 
reality’); whereas empiricism is the affair of the philosophers. 
Such philosophers talk of the virtues of ‘experience’ or tradition 
but they are usually extremely ignorant about actual politics; they 
never write from or about actual political experience (or even make 
use of historical writings); they always write logical critiques of 
other books which equally don’t. They praise ‘concrete actions’ 
and ‘actual situations’ rather than abstract ideas; but they do so 
themselves in a purely abstract manner. They make a banal cult of 
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the actual but they distrust social science. Thus there is, as it were, 
among the students of politics, a ‘British school’ of preposterous 
a priori empiricism. Students of political behaviour, on the other 
hand, while sharing the assumptions of philosophical empiricism, 
are at least curious about the present world and are energetic. 

Two historical points must be made. First, empiricism and 
behaviourism both assume a very high degree of contentment with 
an established order. Second, more disputably, they assume a 
scepticism about the effect of general ideas on politics, which is 
empirically false (and if true at all, then only for short periods, and 
then only as a parochial factor, itself the temporary patchwork 
effect on English politics of people espousing the conservative 
doctrine or tradition). 

Let me take a dangerous example, since history and politics in 
England are so closely related: the behavioural or empiricist 
approach to history, even the methods associated with the school 
of the late Sir Lewis Namier. This is an almost ludicrously clear 
case. General doctrines for reform originate outside Parliament; 
therefore, write the history of England solely in terms of the social 
history of Parliament itself. Pamphlets and newspapers apply 
general criteria to politics; therefore study only manuscript letters 
which reveal, surprisingly, only personal and administrative factors 
(and beware of published books like the plague: books on political 
questions are all doctrinaire). An opposition was forming in the 
1770s which was trying to create consistent political action against 
certain categories of government measures; therefore demonstrate 
that every government measure was unique, and that every separ- 
ate measure is to be always supported (on different grounds, 
though, each time — no generalizations!), as apparently it always 
must. The business of the historian is to demonstrate that the 
government must always govern and be given the benefit of the 
doubt whatever happens (poor Lord North! alas Sir Anthony!). 
If there comes a time when the government actually fails to govern 
its own capital city in the middle of a desperate war, as in the 
Gordon riots, then, as in Ian Christie’s book on Lord North’s 
Administration in Namier’s great series, ignore it. Indeed the fact 
that the American Revolution was squeezed out of this series, 
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titled ‘English Politics in the Age of the American Revolution’, 
may possibly be because of the total failure of English policy in 
America, the total failure of the government actually to govern. 
While this failure might, presumably, be studied by Namierite 
‘behaviourist’ methodology, yet it does not fit the doctrine. The 
doctrine blames revolutions on the impractical, theoretical ones 
of this world. But revolutions usually take place because govern- 
ments break down, not for the ideal reasons put out subsequently 
by whoever is best able to take advantage of the chaos. The Con- 
servative should know that; the truth in his doctrine should lead 
us always to look at factors of social history, not of mere rhetoric. 
There is too often an element of mutual flattery between the Tory 
and the Jacobin. 

The High Tory theory of the constitution, a doctrine which 
stresses the need for continuity in politics and, as factors of inter- 
pretation, the concrete, the unique, the personal, this theory finds 
its strongest defence in the school of Namier. And, after all, why 
not? It does explain many historical circumstances and has an 
element of truth in all. But let us always simply be aware of what we 
are doing. Tout comprendre est tout pardonner ? Alas, in politics — 
never quite. 

One last, more gentle, example, not of a misuse, but of a half- 
recognition of the dilemma inherent in behaviourism. I quote once 
again from David Butler’s The Study of Political Behaviour: ‘...in 
order to give a realistic picture of where power actually resides in a 
society and how it is or should be exercised, it is necessary to 
depend overwhelmingly upon observation of what people actually 
say and do.” Who would dare to differ? For clearly one means by 
‘in a society’ what one is taking as given. But then: °.. . the accu- 
mulation of facts is, of course, not an end in itself, they are signifi- 
cant only as the foundation for explanations. ... Any attempt at 
description must depend upon the constant ordering and classifi- 
cation, consciously or unconsciously, of the material that is being 
collected’ (p. 15). There’s the rub. How could one better this clear 
caveat, except perhaps, while agreeing that things are always in 
fact prejudged unconsciously, to insist that they should be pre- 
judged consciously — and that this should in fact be done; otherwise 
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political behaviour is to be itself classified as an unconscious 
ideology, not even a conscious political doctrine. 


(m) THE INEVITABILITY OF DOCTRINE 


That the holding of theories or doctrines is inevitable and 
that most doctrines, even, contain a high empirical element. 


So here we have it. In political systems that take their politics too 
much for granted, the ‘ master-science’ can only be disguised, put 
in some mask of method, one still cannot live without it. Anyone 
who attempts the most simple description of society is in fact in- 
volved in, as Butler says, ‘constant ordering and classification’. 
The principles of such selectivity are those of some political 
doctrine, whether half-baked or well-baked. The most down-to- 
earth, practical politician will in fact act according to some 
understanding of what he is doing and what effect his actions or 
inactions will have on other things. These prejudices will be 
summed up or described in some political doctrine. Much of the 
study of politics is, in fact, the uncovering of, in Justice Holmes’s 
words, ‘the inarticulate major premises’ both of the nominally 
unreflective (whether they are infamous statesmen or famous his- 
torians) and of institutional procedures. The empiricist dwelt on 
the surface-level of how people reacted to and tried to resolve 
those real problems which are seldom stated — what R. G. Colling- 
wood called the ‘presuppositions’ of practical activity; political 
theory is concerned both to clarify and to resolve such presupposi- 
tions and problems. 

There is no absolute distinction between the study and the 
practice of politics. All politicians hold some doctrine consciously, 
or act according to them unconsciously; all academics find their 
researches or very words used or torn to some purpose, so it is only 
responsible for them to make their purposes explicit and reason- 
able. The element of untestable evaluation in political theory need 
worry only those who dislike the diversity of political life itself. 
But the scientific should in fact be heartened to see that even such 
common-or-garden political doctrines as liberalism, conserva- 
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tism, and socialism contain a strong empirical element. They all 
contain a certain picture of society; and to act according to these 
pictures may plainly be more or less reasonable and successful in 
different circumstances, times, and societies. To ‘expose’ much 
pseudo-scientific methodology as in fact types of liberalism or 
conservatism, as one could also show that much sociology is, 
indeed, socialism, is not to invite despair at the subjectivity of these 
doctrines, but rather to show how inevitable it is that they should 
be held and how strong an objective element they each contain. 
Each is scientific enough to make it plausible, but false, to try to 
elevate it above politics. The truth is that there is nothing, in this 
world at least, above politics. Politics is freedom. And for the 
same reasons there is no real distinction between the study of 
political ideas and the study of political institutions — except that 
of a conventional misleading pedagogy. All ideas seek institu- 
tional realization; all institutions embody purposes. There is no 
fact which is not pointed to for some purpose. Even this is an 
intellectual abstraction of what is in fact a unity: the experience 
and activity of the political system itself. 
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